
	




	


Hemochromatosis
          Hereditary Hemochromatosis (HH) is an iron overload disease or “genetic iron poisoning.”  The US Centers for Disease Control reports that one in eight are “silent carriers” of the single HH gene mutation.  One in 100-200 people have the double mutation, which puts them at a higher risk to develop full blown HH.  Men, women and children at any age can be affected by hereditary hemachromatosis.  The US Centers for Disease Control also states that most of the 33 million Americans that contain the HH gene mutation are not aware that they have the gene but can be quickly and easily diagnosed.  This issue of Health in our Hands will focus on aspects of Hemochromatosis. 
What causes Hemochromatosis?
      Hemochromatosis is caused by a defect in the gene that controls how iron is absorbed in the body.  In HH there is an abundance of iron that is absorbed and is stored in organs such as the heart, liver, and pancreas.  After an excess of iron is absorbed, the iron starts to breakdown the organs and causes them to fail.  An individual with hereditary hemochromatosis inherits two mutated copies of the gene HFE (one from each parent).  Men and women are equally able to inherit the 
mutated gene.  A person that only has one copy of the gene is a “carrier”.  
At this time there are four types of hemochromatosis.
· Type I is the “classic” form of hemochromatosis due to the HFE mutated gene and is usually present in Caucasians

· Type II is the juvenile form of hemochromatosis.  This type is not associated with the HFE mutated gene; however, it is due to other mutated genes.  This type can be seen in patients as young as six years of age.  
· Type III is also associated with another type of gene mutation.  Type III affects the transferring receptor 2 gene.  This type can affect anyone.  
· Type IV is due to a mutation of a protein that is involved in the transport of iron.  
Symptoms

     Early indications of hemochromatosis may produce symptoms such as:

· Joint Pain

· Fatigue (very tired feeling)

· Abdominal Pain

· Weight loss

· Weakness

These symptoms of hemochromatosis are much like those of other diseases.

As iron is built up in the body’s organs other symptoms that might occur are:

· Loss of menstrual periods or early menopause

· Loss of sex drive (libido) or impotence

· Loss of body hair

· Shortness of breath

As hemochromatosis progresses, more serious symptoms can occur such as:

· Arthritis

· High blood sugar and diabetes

· Gray-colored or bronze-colored skin

· Heart problems (irregular heart beat)

· Abdominal pain that doesn’t go away
Many individuals who have hemochromatosis do not develop early symptoms of the disease.  Symptoms usually develop in men between the ages of 30 and 50 and women over the age of 50.  However, symptoms can be developed at a younger age as well.  The symptoms are dependent on the organs that are being affected by the iron buildup.
Risk Factors
      The following factors can increase your risk for developing Hemochromatosis:
· Ethnic background- white people of Northern European descent have a higher chance of inheriting the mutated gene. In the U.S. population of Caucasians 5 people in 1,000 will carry two copies of the gene and put them at a higher risk for developing the disease.
· Family History- People with a close relative who have hemochromatosis also have a higher chance of possessing the mutated gene
· Sex-  Although, men and women are able to develop the disease, men are about 5 times more likely then women to be diagnosed with hereditary hemochromatosis
Diagnosis
     The diagnosis of hemochromatosis includes an examination of past medical history, physical examination, and blood tests.  The blood test can determine whether there is an excess of iron in the body.   If the physician determines that there is an excess of iron in the body, he or she can request that a special blood test be conducted to find out if the HFE mutated gene is present.  Since many of the symptoms are similar to many other disorders, hemochromatosis is often undiagnosed and untreated.  Many physicians treat the symptoms instead of treating the underlying problem.  If hemochrom-atosis is diagnosed before the excess iron begins, damage to the organs can be prevented.      
Complications of Hemochromatosis

     Many other diseases and disorders can occur due to hemochromatosis.  This is why it is very important to diagnosis and treat this early.  Some of the complications that can occur from hemochromatosis include:


· Diabetes

· Liver Disease

· Heart Disease

· Gallbladder Disease

· Failure of other organs

Treatment
     Treatment for hemochromatosis is simple, safe and inexpensive.  The first step in the process is to rid the body of all the excess iron that is built up.  This process is called phlebotomy.  The individual will have blood drawn usually once or twice a week to decrease the iron levels in the body.  This process can last anywhere from a few months to a year depending on the severity of the disorder.  Blood tests are conducted periodically to test the ferrritin levels in the blood.  Once the iron levels are normal and under control, the maintenance stage of hemochromatosis can begin.  This stage requires the individual to give a pint of blood every 2 to 4 months for life.    Although, there is not a cure for hemochromatosis, treatment will help.  
Prevention
     The College of American Pathologists recommend that for a individual who has a family history of hemochromatosis, they should be tested at the age of 20 and every five years there after.  Also testing for people who have symptoms such as joint disease, elevated liver enzymes, heart disease, and diabetes can rule out the possibility of hemochromatosis.  For more information on hemochromatosis visit any of the sites below.  
**Sources for this newsletter include:
1. www.americanhs.org
2. www.cdc.gov
3. www.irondisorders.org

4. http://digestive.niddk.nih.gov/ddiseases/pubs/hemochromatosis/index.htm#treatment

Reminder

     Just a reminder that October is Breast Cancer Awareness Month.  The American Cancer Society recommends that women over the age of 40 should have a mammogram and breast exam performed by a doctor every year.  Not only should you have mammograms annually, breast self-exams monthly are important.  The best time for this is right after your menstruation period.  Remember that early detection of breast cancer can save lives.  For more information about breast cancer visit the American Cancer Society website at www.cancer.org or the Susan G. Komen Foundation website at www.komen.org.
Other News
**The Physical Therapy Student Association  (PTSA) is selling “Butts for Boston”.  PTSA is raising money to attend the Combined Sections meeting in February, which is being held in Boston.  Boston butts are $20 and turkeys are $30.  Both the boston butts and the turkeys will be smoked.  Pick up will be at Lamb Enterprises,

6014 Southwest Dr. in Jonesboro on Tuesday November 21 and Wednesday November 22.  For more information or to order your boston butt or turkey, contact Roy Aldridge at 972-3605 or raldridge@astate.edu.

**If anyone is interested in receiving a self-exam card for testicular cancer, please e-mail Susan Murphy at smurphy@astate.edu.

**If you have any suggestions for newsletter topics, please contact Dean Susan Hanrahan at hanrahan@astate.edu.
**************
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