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Anaemia is a condition when you don’t have sufficient red blood cells
or not enough Haemoglobin in your blood. This can make you feel
tired, breathless and sometimes faint. Just over half the volume of
your blood is made up of a yellowish watery fluid called plasma, which
contains proteins, salts and other substances. The rest of your blood is
made up of the following cells and cell fragments, which are all
produced in the bone marrow.

e Red blood cells make up more than 99 percent of the cells in our
blood and carry oxygen through our body in a substance called
Haemoglobin, which gives blood its red colour. Iron is an important
ingredient of Haemoglobin.

e White blood cells are larger than red blood cells and make up less
than one percent of the blood cells. These are of several
different types and they are important in protecting our body
against infection.

e Platelets are tiny fragments of cells that are involved in blood
clotting.

Anaemia occurs when you don't have enough red blood cells, or

enough of the oxygen-carrying pigment called Haemoglobin. There are

different types of Anaemia, including Pernicious Anaemia, Haemolytic

Anaemia, Aplastic Anaemia and Sickle-cell Anaemia.

Symptoms of Anaemia

The symptoms of Anaemia include:

e Dreathlessness with little exercise

e feeling very tired

e |ooking pale

e being intolerant of cold temperatures

e arapid pulse

e palpitations

e headaches

LLess common Anaemia symptoms can include Tinnitus (ringing in the
ears) and an altered sense of taste. There may also be other symptoms
of Anaemia, which result from an underlying condition that could be
the cause of Anaemia.

Causes of Anaemia

There are many possible causes of Anaemia but they fall into the
following three groups:

1. LOSS OF BLOOD: Blood loss can result from an obvious injury, or
surgery, but it's not always easy to detect, especially if it's happening
inside the body (Eg: a bleeding stomach ulcer). Women who have
heavy periods can develop Anaemia, or due to worm infection (hook
worm) or milk protein allergy.

2. NOT MAKING ENOUGH RED BLOOD CELLS AND/OR
HAEMOGLOBIN: The bone marrow may not be able to make enough
good-quality red blood cells because of a lack of essential vitamins
such as vitamin B12 or folic acid, or because of a serious bone
marrow disorder such as Leukaemia or Aplastic Anaemia. Long-term
(chronic) inflammation, for example in Rheumatoid Arthritis or
long-term infections, may also suppress your bone marrow. The most

common cause is lack of Haemoglobin due to iron deficiency. This
usually results from long-term bleeding, for example in women, the
monthly period (menstruation). The kidneys also have an important
role because they produce a hormone called EPO, which helps our
bone marrow to make red cells. If you have long-term kidney problems
you may have Anaemia due to the lack of EPO (Erythropoctin).

3. RED BLOOD CELLS BROKEN DOWN TOO QUICKLY: Red blood cells
normally live for about 120 days before they are broken down and
replaced. Various inherited problems of our red blood cells, or their
Haemoglobin, or an attack on normal red cells by the immune system,
may cause them to be broken down too soon. This is called Haemolytic
Anaemia. Some medicines could also cause Haemolytic Anaemia.

People with a condition called Sickle-cell Anaemia tend to have red
blood cells that are broken down too soon. Sickle-cell Anaemia is an
inherited condition in which the red blood cells can become
crescent-shaped rather than round due to the presence of an
abnormal type of Haemoglobin (haemoglobin S). These cells don't
survive as well as normal red blood cells.

Diagnosis of Anaemia

If you have symptoms of Anaemia, such as breathlessness and fatigue,
you should visit your GP. He or she will ask about your symptoms, any
previous illnesses or treatments and your eating habits. You will
probably have a physical examination along with blood examinations.

Prevention of Anaemia

The best way to prevent Anaemia is to eat a healthy, balanced diet. For
most people, this diet provides enough essential nutrients, without the
need for supplements.

The main nutrients you need to make healthy red blood cells are:

e |ron - in meat, liver, green vegetables, dried fruit, pulses (Eg: chick
peas and lentils) and fortified foods such as some breakfast
cereals and bread.

e Vitamin B12 - in meat, milk, cheese, eggs and fortified foods such
as some breakfast cereals and bread. It is not found in vegetables.

e Folate - in liver, yeast extract, green leafy vegetables (such as peas
and spinach), oranges, milk and fortified foods such as some
breakfast cereals and bread.

If you don't eat animal products (a vegan diet) or have a condition that
affects how well you can absorb nutrients (Eg: coeliac disease), you
may need to take supplements of nutrients. You should take the advice
of a doctor or a registered dietician.

If you are pregnant, you are more likely to get a form of Iron-deficiency
Anaemia. Your antenatal checks will include regular blood tests to
check your Haemoglobin levels. Your doctor or midwife could prescribe
iron supplements if necessary.
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