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From Community Health
Foetal Alcohol Syndrome

Alcohol consumed by pregnant women can harm their unborn babies. Foetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) includes a range of features seen in some babies who were exposed to alcohol before birth. 

Babies severely affected by FAS are at risk of dying before they are born. Current knowledge suggests there is no safe level of alcohol consumption during pregnancy. 
Heavy alcohol consumption in the early months of pregnancy is regarded as particularly dangerous. 

The National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC), Australia’s peak health research organisation, recommends that pregnant women should never become intoxicated (drunk) and should consider not drinking alcohol at all. The World Health Organization recommends that pregnant women should be advised not to drink alcohol. 
Alcohol crosses the placenta from the mother’s blood into the baby’s bloodstream. This means the baby shares the exact blood alcohol level of its mother. Alcohol can harm the development of the foetal nervous system including the brain. Alcohol can kill developing brain cells or slow their growth. Alcohol is believed to contribute to undernourishment of the growing baby by blocking the absorption of vitamins, glucose and other nutrients. Alcohol is thought to reduce the amount of oxygen available to the baby. 

Lifelong effects
Foetal alcohol syndrome is not always diagnosed at birth. Diagnosis may be made later when the child is having problems with learning or behaviour, or the condition may never be diagnosed. The effects of this syndrome last for life. A person affected by FAS may experience a range of difficulties including: 

· Low IQ 

· Behaviour problems 

· Learning difficulties 

· Memory problems 

· Increased risk of behaviour problems – for example, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 

· Increased risk of mental health difficulties such as depression and psychosis 

· Increased risk of alcohol and drug abuse.

There is no cure for FAS. Treatment includes special education programs and behaviour modification therapy.
(Information from www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au)

Community Health at Yea Hospital – phone 5736 0400 and at Alexandra Hospital – phone 5772 0800
All “Your Health and Well-Being” articles are now available on the Alexandra District Hospital website under Health News www.humehealth.com.au/alexandra.
