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The myth about eggs, peanut-based snacks
Some parents fear giving babies such
foods at early age may cause allergies
By KASH CHEONG
MOST parents should not avoid
giving allergenic foods such as
eggs and peanut-based snacks
when they introduce solid foods
to their babies at four to six
months old, doctors here have
clarified.
They estimate that a third of
new mothers and fathers express
fears that giving their child these
foods at such an early age could
cause allergies. However, they say
research shows this is a myth.
“Introducing allergenic food
later has not been shown to reduce allergy to these foods,” said
Associate Professor Anne Goh,
head of the allergy service at KK
Women’s and Children’s Hospital
(KKH).
Dr Soh Jian Yi, who specialises
in paediatric allergies at National
University Hospital, said: “It is
time to put the myth of delaying
the introduction of allergenic
foods to bed. Most babies will not
benefit from that.”
Parents can introduce eggs and
peanut-based foods within weeks
after common first foods such as
vegetables and fruit are tolerated,
affirmed Dr Liew Woei Kang, who
specialises in paediatric allergies
at Gleneagles Hospital.
American paediatric guidelines
changed seven years ago when preliminary evidence showed that exposing babies to allergenic foods
earlier could reduce risks of developing an allergy. Before that, they
advocated delaying the introduction of eggs until age two, and peanuts and shellfish until age three.
But new research suggests otherwise. In a British study published last month in the New England Journal Of Medicine, researchers concluded that eating
peanut- based products actually
prevents vulnerable babies from
developing an allergy to them.
Doctors studied over 600 babies as young as four months old
who had developed severe eczema
– an early warning sign of allergies. Some also had egg allergies.

Half of the babies were given a
peanut-based snack three times a
week under a doctor’s supervision. Only about 3 per cent developed an allergy. The other half
continued avoiding peanuts – and
about 17 per cent of them developed an allergy by the age of five.
A growing pool of studies also
suggests that similar results could
be achieved with other allergenic
foods such as eggs and cow’s milk
– the more common food allergies
among the 5 per cent of children
here who have them.
Dr Soh said: “The basic mechanism of building up tolerance
should be similar.”
Ms Anna Teo, 36, has heard
both theories. “My mother-inlaw told me to avoid nutty foods
till my son was two or three... But
I read up, checked with doctors
and went ahead at 10 months. I
wanted to give him the best nutrition. But perhaps some parents prefer to err on the side of caution.”
Allergies are a growing problem in Singapore. Five years ago,
Dr Soh saw only one or two new
cases a week. But now he sees
twice that number. KKH sees
about 1,000 new cases a year.
Dr Soh recommends that children with eczema who scratch often or get new rashes should see
doctors before eating highly allergenic foods since they may be
more susceptible.
If parents suspect an allergy in
which a child has rashes, lip-swelling or dizziness after eating a certain food, they should avoid the
food and consult a doctor.
If a child has a peanut allergy,
the risk of one occurring in their
siblings is seven times higher, Dr
Soh said. Such children might
want to try peanut-based foods
under a doctor’s supervision.
Though peanut allergies affect
less than 1 per cent of children
here, they are among the most persistent, with only one in five growing out of them. Four in five outgrow allergies to eggs and cow’s
milk.
kashc@sph.com.sg

After several bad experiences, Miles Parker (above), who has a peanut allergy, and his family prefer to eat home-cooked food and eat out only at restaurants
where the chefs know their requirements. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM

Tough living with peanut allergy, says mum
HOMEMAKER Althea Parker
found out that her
nine-year-old son Miles had
a peanut allergy when he was
18 months old.
The 38-year-old, who had
been brushing Miles’ teeth after
handling some trail mix
containing nuts, recalled: “He
started pursing his lips
strangely and he coughed
persistently. I knew
immediately that something
was wrong.”
Miles had an egg allergy and
eczema, like many of the babies

in the British study.
“Knowing what we do now,
that peanut exposure might
protect at-risk babies, I may
have asked my doctor about it,”
said Mrs Parker, an American
expat living in Singapore. “But
back then, I was taking it slow
because Miles had other
allergies.”
Knowing that peanut
allergies can be lethal, she
would expose him to
peanut-based foods again only
after following doctors’ advice.
Back in the United States,

Miles had been exposed to
peanuts accidentally when a
restaurant’s staff did not wash
utensils properly before cooking
for him. “To see your child start
with an itchy tongue, then
develop hives and scratch all
over, and progress to laboured
breathing is an extremely scary
and helpless feeling.”
Mrs Parker always takes an
emergency kit containing
medicine to treat anaphylaxis
everywhere she goes. “I always
pray for the medicine to work
in time,” she said. “Restaurants

need to take allergies
seriously.”
After a few bad experiences,
the Parkers now prefer to eat
home-cooked food. If they do
eat out, they do so only at a
handful of restaurants, where
the chefs know their
requirements.
Miles has outgrown his egg,
soya, wheat and fish allergies
and Mrs Parker added: “Maybe
one day he will outgrow his
peanut allergy and eat out
without inhibitions.”
KASH CHEONG

Rare diseases get an airing at Asia conference
By SAMANTHA GOH
TEN-YEAR-OLD Sage Tan has
suffered a rare genetic disorder
called Maple Syrup Urine Disease
since he was born. He must stick
to a special diet and has already
had two liver transplants costing
a total of $50,000, all of which
has put huge financial pressure on
his parents.
“We’re thankful we could get

the diagnosis and treatment done
right, seeing that there aren’t
many specialists who know about
his condition,” said his mother
Cindy Tan, 43, referring to the
condition in which a person’s
leucine level is 12 times higher
than normal and which gets its
name from the person’s urine
smelling like maple syrup.
She and her son were two of
240 participants invited to the in-

augural Rare Diseases Asia Conference 2015 a fortnight back.
Coordinated by patient support organisation Rainbow Across
Borders, the two-day event was a
platform for patients with rare diseases, their family members, medical experts and professionals to
share their experiences and put
together practice guidelines.
It was the biggest meeting of
its kind in Asia to date, with 13

countries taking part.
For participating patient support groups, it provided the platform for more work and attention
to be dedicated to rare diseases in
these countries. Most rare diseases are genetic and present throughout a person’s life, even if symptoms do not appear immediately.
Currently, about 150 patients
and 20 to 30 different types of
rare diseases are recorded with

Singapore’s two patient support
organisations, according to Rainbow Across Borders executive
director Rajakanth, who goes by
one name and is chairman of the
conference organising committee.
He added that although the
number of these cases in Singapore has been increasing, many patients remain undiagnosed.
Because such conditions strike
fewer people, patients often have

trouble finding support networks
or proper medical attention.
“We hope to give people across
the region a place to build a common agenda, which is managing
the diseases and caring for patients,” said Mr Rajakanth. “Physical healing comes slowly, but half
the battle is won when you have
someone with you to help manage
the emotional recovery.”
samgohwy@sph.com.sg

New support programme
for low-income women
By KOK XING HUI
WOMEN from low-income families will soon have grassroots volunteers visit them regularly, introduce them to financial management workshops and guide them
on skills upgrading.
The visits are part of a new programme called SG50 Women
Care launched by the People’s Association (PA) yesterday.
The programme will provide
low-income families with community support and networks, going
beyond financial assistance, said
Dr Amy Khor, Senior Minister of
State for Health and Manpower.
She also leads the Women’s Integration Network Council, a
grassroots body for women under
the PA.
A key part of the programme is
for trained volunteers, who are
called the Women’s Executive
Committee befrienders, to guide
the women on the use of their
SkillsFuture Credit when it is
launched next year.
As announced in the Budget,
Singaporeans aged above 25 will
receive an initial $500 of SkillsFuture Credit for use on courses to
upgrade themselves.
Dr Khor announced the programme yesterday at a carnival
organised by the Women’s Integration Network for underprivileged women and their families.
The 1,700 people who attended
took part in games and were treated to local food. Five hundred
low-income women were given

Dr Amy Khor (left), Senior Minister of State for Health and Manpower, and Ms
Grace Fu, Minister in the Prime Minister’s Office, packing and presenting SG50
Women Care packs to underprivileged women and their families at the carnival
yesterday. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM
care packages with food, enrolment passes for courses and supermarket vouchers.
Ms Jessica Ong, 34, one of the
600 befrienders, said the SG50
Women Care programme will let
volunteers like herself better inform low-income women of available programmes, especially the
financial literacy workshop.
The brand strategist, who has
been a befriender for a year, felt
the workshops were useful for underprivileged women who often
find it hard to manage money.
One of them is Ms Sugimah
Adanan, 40, who is looking forward to attending the workshop,
which will cost her just $10 after
subsidy. The receptionist, who is

going through a divorce, takes
home $1,600 every month and
has to feed four children, her intellectually-disabled brother and
a maid, who takes care of her
five-year-old son.
Guest of honour Grace Fu, Minister in the Prime Minister’s Office, also expressed her get-well
wishes for former prime minister
Lee Kuan Yew, who has been in
hospital since Feb 5 for severe
pneumonia.
Ms Fu dedicated an SG50 flower mural to Mr Lee, saying it is a
representation of the get-well
wishes of Singaporean women for
him. The mural was made from
50,000 handcrafted flowers.
kxinghui@sph.com.sg

