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Dear Colleague 
 
RECENT INCREASE IN NORTHERN IRELAND OF RARE AND SERIOUS HAEMOLYSIS 
IN PATIENTS ON HAEMODIALYSIS  
 
Since September 2008, a total of six patients have developed haemolysis following 
haemodialysis in 3 of the 6 dialysis units in Northern Ireland. The affected units are Daisy Hill, 
Belfast City and Antrim. All of the affected patients have recovered following treatment, but 
awareness of this potential problem in other haemodialysis patients and prompt assessment 
is required. 
 
It is not clear which part of the dialysis process may have caused this problem, but a full 
investigation is underway involving external experts and equipment manufacturers.  
 
Symptoms or Signs of Dialysis-related Haemolysis 
 
Haemolysis is a recognised but rare complication of haemodialysis.  It may cause symptoms 
during the dialysis process or within 12 hours of treatment. Increased vigilance is essential. 
 
Symptoms and signs include: 
 

• Feeling non-specifically unwell  

• Chest or abdominal pain  

• Nausea and vomiting  

• Itch, flushing, shivering 



  

• A rise in blood pressure. 

 
One of the consequences of this form of haemolysis may be life-threatening 
hyperkalaemia or hypoxia that requires urgent treatment.  
 
Informing Patients 
 
Tomorrow Friday 28 November 2008, each unit will send its own haemodialysis patients a 
letter similar to the letter attached.  The letter will include a 24-hr contact telephone number 
for patients to call if they feel unwell. Media interest is likely. 
 
Action to be taken if contacted by a haemodialysis patient  
 
If the patient feels unwell and in particular, has any of the symptoms outlined above, refer the 
patient to the nearest Accident & Emergency Department for immediate evaluation. Urgent 
specific blood samples are required. A&E Departments and laboratories have been advised 
of the required samples. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
_______________________   
Dr M McBride     
Chief Medical Officer   
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This letter is available at www.dhsspsni.gov.uk and also on the DHSSPS Extranet which can 

be accessed directly at http://extranet.dhsspsni.gov.uk or by going through the HPSS Web at 

http://www.n-i.nhs.uk and clicking on DHSSPS. 


