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Eye Specialist

Dr. Sudhir Kumar
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Most people find out that they have a
rare blood type when they require a
transfusion, and find that they cannot

find blood that matches the owner's blood. This
presents a challenge to not only healthcare
professional and blood banks, but also to the
individual, the owner of this rare blood type.

Blood group know how
Screening of blood type is an important

procedure to avoid blood transfusion reaction.
The rare blood types include A negative, B neg-
ative, AB negative, O negative and Bombay
Blood group. Says Dr Varsha Pancholi,
Medical Director, Pooja Blood Bank, Mumbai,
"In addition to the Rh negative groups and the
Bombay Blood Group, which are not easily
available, there are the less common types
namely MNSS, Duffy, Lewis, Kell etc., which
can create problems in cross-matching."

Challenges faced 
Satya Patel, 25 had miscarried and was

bleeding profusely when brought into the hos-
pital for an emergency operation to remove the

foetus. But when she reached the hospital she
had another major problem. Her blood group
was Bombay blood group. "It took quite some
time to find even two units of blood. My condi-
tion was becoming critical. Being a rare group,
donors are very few," she says.

For people with rare blood groups it is diffi-
cult to locate blood of the same type especially
when they need it for any medical emergency.
There can be an acute shortage of rare blood
groups, for
which donors
are few. Also,
there can be
some risk in
travelling to
parts of the
world where
your rare blood
type may be in
short supply.

A transfu-
sion with
i n c o m p at i bl e
blood can result
in serious prob-
lems especially
when the person is already injured or is suf-
fering from disease and is in dire need of
blood. Another unfortunate situation is that
the person would remain untreated until the
blood type is obtained. And to find a match in
addition to screening the family members,
intensive screening of random donors may
have to be conducted. If no match is found, the
blood centre may have to contact other reg-
istries at blood banks in other areas.

Blood bank perspective
Rare blood types can cause blood supply

problems for unprepared blood banks and hos-
pitals. "The uncommon types of blood groups
require a panel of antibodies to test the type of
antigen. This facility is available only in insti-
tutes and reference centres. The tests are easy
to perform but are expensive and need expert-
ise. Only for patients with autoimmune disor-
ders or haemolytic disease of newborn and
complicity in cross matching may require
these tests", says Dr. Pancholi. "Generally,
blood banks have a data base of donors of all
groups and as per our requirement we sum-
mon our donors especially the rare types and
they voluntarily come to donate", she adds.

THE RARE BLOOD CHALLENGE

Each blood type is deter-
mined by the presence of
antigens (proteins) in the
blood. Normally the blood
group is expressed as A, B, O
or AB with a plus or minus
symbol that indicates the
presence or absence of the
antigen Rh. The blood group
therefore is represented as
either A positive or A nega-
tive etc.

HELPING YOURSELF
Get to know your blood group and if you fall
in the category of rare blood type, put your
name on the list of rare blood registry.
Several licensed organizations such as pri-
vate blood banks, Indian Red Cross Society,
Rotary blood bank, Lions blood bank and
research foundation, non-governmental
international organizations and International
Federation of Blood Donor Organisations
(IFBDO) etc have a registry of rare group
blood donors. Blood storage in every case of
rare blood is advised. The Frozen Autologous
Blood Reserve Service freezes blood that
patients with rare blood types donate for
their own surgeries. Registry websites of
rare blood group donors is available online
too. The websites aim at creating awareness
about voluntary blood donations. So if you
happen to be amongst those with rare blood
groups, donate blood as often as you can.

What are rare blood types and what challenges do they pose to
healthcare and blood banks?  

Remember, someone, some-
where may have what blood type
you need and only that person may
be able to give you the same. Rare
blood can be sent anywhere across
the globe to save a life. It is impor-
tant that you know your blood type
and be prepared to donate your
blood for the benefit of others as
well as for yourself. Your blood can
be frozen to be used later on for
your own medical treatment or sur-
geries in case of need.

BOMBAY BLOOD GROUP
The Bombay blood group (Oh)
was discovered in Bombay. This
is a rare blood type and if the
recipient is not given the same 
Bombay blood group blood, it
can lead to transfusion reaction,
which can be fatal. There may be
only few thousands of Bombay
blood types across the country.
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