


Introduction

You may have been told that you, or a member of your family, has what is
known as a translocation of the chromosomes. A translocation is an unusual
arrangement of the chromosomes (or genetic material) in the cells of the body.

Most people have never heard of a translocation, and can feel worried if told
that they have (or may have) something like this which is rather unusual.
Understanding a little more about the translocation can often help to lessen
such anxiety. We hope that this booklet will help to explain what this means,
and answer some of your questions.

Genes and chromosomes: What are they and why are they important?

To understand what a translocation is, it is helpful to understand something
about genes and chromosomes.

Genes are tiny 'packages' of vital information which influence our growth and
development. Each person probably has about 30,000 genes, which all do
something different. They work rather like special computer programmes, and
determine such things as the colour of our eyes, how many fingers and toes we
have, how tall and short we are, and so on. Genes are so small that they
cannot be seen, even under a powerful microscope. They are arranged along
little threadlike strands, rather like the way that beads are arranged along a
string. These strands are called chromosomes, and are inside most of the
cells in our body. Unlike genes, chromosomes can be seen under a
microscope.

How many chromosomes does a person usually have?

Our bodies are made up of billions of cells. A person usually has a total of 46
chromosomes in each cell. They come in pairs. We inherit one of each pair of
chromosomes from our mother and the other from our father. This is how we
inherit characteristics from our parents.

The following picture shows what chromosomes would look like if we arranged
them in pairs in order of their size. Each pair is numbered to help us identify
them more easily.

Should other family members be told about the translocation?

If anyone in the family already has children, and/or is likely to have children in
the future, it is usually sensible for them to be told. This gives them the
opportunity to have a blood test to see if they also carry the translocation. If
they do not carry the translocation, they cannot pass it on to any of their
children, and the matter can be forgotten about from their point of view. If itis
found that they do carry the translocation, they too could be offered a special
test in pregnancy to check the baby's chromosomes, and any existing children
can be offered genetic counselling and testing when they are older.

Children who carry (or may carry) a balanced translocation: why,
and when, should they be told about this?

Why? Because a child who inherits the same balanced translocation as their
carrier parent will have the same increased risk of having a disabled child when
he or she comes to have a family of their own.

When? Each child is different, so there is really no one time when they 'should'
be told that they do (or may) carry a translocation. It is probably sensible to
leave this until they are old enough to be able to understand without being too
worried by it. However, it may be best not to leave it until adolescence, when
suddenly learning that you are 'different' from their friends can be very upsetting.
Also, it is usually best for people to learn about the translocation well before
having a family of their own. If any parent would like to talk more about this with
us, we would be very happy to do so.

Can someone who ‘carries’ a translocation still be a blood donor?

Yes. A translocation is NOT a disease, and is not something that can be
'caught' from other people. It can only be passed from parent to child. Having a
translocation should not stop you from giving blood if you want to do so.

And finally....... some important points to remember

(1) A balanced translocation of the chromosomes does NOT affect the health of
someone who carries it. The only time it is important is when there is a
pregnancy.








