THALASSAEMIA
Do you have this blood disorder ?

WHAT IS THALASSEMIA ?
Thalassemia is an inherited blood disorder which is caused by an abnormal gene. A
person with Thalassemia is unable to produce normal haemoglobin in the blood.
Haemoglobin carries oxygen in the blood from the lungs to all parts of the body. When
the body is unable to produce normal haemoglobin, the resulting low haemoglobin
levels give rise to anemia.
Thalassemia is passed on from parent to child and can affect both male and females.
In Singapore, about 3% of the population are carriers of Thalassemia gene.

WHAT ARE THE TYPES OF THALASSEMIA ?

There are two types of Thalassemia :
(I) Thalassemia minor ( Thalassemia trait )
(II) Thalassemia major .

A person who has inherited one Thalassemia gene is said to have Thalassemia minor (
Thalassemia trait ). He or she is healthy and leads a normal life. Most people with Thalassemia
minor do not know that they have it. However, the affected persons can pass on the abnormal
gene to their children.
Thalassemia major is a severe form of anemia. The affected person has inherited two
Thalassemia genes, one from each parent. He or she may look normal at birth but within 1-2 years
of life, will suffer from severe anemia, which leads to poor growth and development as well as a
shorter lifespan.
The affected person will need a life-time monthly blood transfusion to sustain life. At present, a
bone marrow transplant is the only hope of a possible cure for Thalassemia major.

HOW IS THALASSEMIA INHERITED ?
(I) If only one parent has Thalassemia minor,
the following can occur :

• 50% chance of having a child with Thalassemia minor

• 50% chance of having a normal child
• non of the couple’s children will get Thalassemia
major.

(I) If both the parents have Thalassemia minor,
the following can occur :
• 25% chance of having a child with Thalassemia major
• 50% chance of having a child with Thalassemia minor
• 25% chance of having a normal child.
The chances are the same with each pregnancy, no
matter how many children the couple may have.

WHO SHOULD GO FOR THALASSEMIA SCREENING ?
Since Thalassemia can be passed on from one generation to another, you and your
partner should go for Thalassemia screening if you are :

• planning to get married
• starting a family

Thalassemia screening involves a simple blood test and is
available at all Polyclinics.

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF I HAVE THALASSEMIA MINOR ?
If you or your partner has Thalassemia minor, both of you should see a doctor for
genetic counselling before you plan to get married or have a child. The doctor will
explain the risks and discuss the choices you have. He may refer you to the National
Thalassaemia Registry for further counselling.
The National Thalassaemia Registry provides genetic counselling for people with
Thalassemia and screening for their families. The staffs at the Registry will be able to
answer your questions about this blood disorder.
National Thalassaemia Registry
Level 6 Children’s Tower
KK Women’s and Children’s Hospital
100 Bukit Timah Road
Singapore 229899
Tel: 6394 1863 or 6394 1864 Fax: 6394 1867

WHAT IF I AM ALREADY PREGNANT ?
If you are already pregnant and both you and your husband have
Thalassemia minor, you should go for a prenatal diagnostic test to
find out whether your unborn baby has Thalassemia major.
Prenatal diagnosis can be done by chorionic villus sampling or by
foetal blood sampling. Both tests are conducted under ultrasound
guidance.
Chorionic villus sampling involves obtaining a small amount of
foetal blood from the umbilical cord for testing. This procedure is
done at about 12-19 weeks of pregnancy.
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