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Woman with
allergy dies after
eating prawns

60-year-old ate them after
consuming some with no adverse
reaction several days before

Shatlig Alkhatib

She knew she was allergic to
prawns. But Ms Khoo Siew Hong,
&0, insisted on eating the shellfish
on March 8 as she had consumed
some earlier that month without de-
veloping any reaction.

This proved to be fatal, for she
later went limp and died in hospital.

Delivering his findings yester-
day following an inquiry into her
death, State Coroner Marvin Bay
said her death was a “truly unfortu-
nate misadventure”.

He said Ms Khoo, who was unem-
ployed and moved around in a
wheelchair, lived with her sister
and two helpers — Ms Rosemarie
Bastareche and Madam Ten Ah Boh
—inaflatin Lorong 3 Geylang.

On March 4, all four women
went to Shin Yeh Restaurant in
Liang Court shopping mall for
lunch, where Ms Khoo ate some
prawn dumplings.

She was at home at around noon
four days later when she asked to
eat some prawns that her helpers
had prepared for laksa. They
obliged and gave her two pieces.

About 2 '/: hours later, Ms Khoo
complained of itchiness.

Ms Bastareche gave her an anti-
histamine tablet for an allergic reac-
tion to prawns, which Tan Tock
Seng Hospital (TTSH) had pre-
scribed to Ms Khoo.

Coroner Bay said: “About five min-
utes later, Ms Bastareche noticed
Ms Khoo's face started to develop a

rash and swelling, and took a damp
towel to wipe Ms Khoo's face.

“Ms Bastareche helped Ms Khoo
to recline, but she noticed that the
rash had increased in intensity...

“After 20 minutes, Ms Khoo
complained of breathlessness and
Ms Bastareche took medicated oil
to apply on her nostrils to aid her
breathing.”

The helper quickly alerted
Madam Ten and the Singapore Civil
Defence Force (SCDF) when Ms
Khoowent limp shortly after.

An SCDF officer guided Ms
Bastareche over the phone as she
performed cardiopulmonary resus-
citation {(CPR) on Ms Khoo until
paramedics arrived at 3.40pm.

She was unconscious when they
rushed her to TT5H. CPR was con-
tinued and 12 doses of adrenaline
were administered.

The hospital told Ms Khoo's sister
that her prognosis was poor.

After the woman contacted their
family members, a decision was
made to take her off the ventilator.

Ms Khoo was pronounced dead at
around 9.50pm that day.

A forensic pathologist later found
that she died of anaphylaxis — a se-
vere allergic reaction — compatible
with food allergy.

An autopsy revealed that there
was an accumulation of fluid in her
larynx, which is consistent with an
allergic reaction. Her lungs were
also found to be congested.

Yesterday, Coroner Bay said
that persons susceptible to shell-
fish allergies can take certain pre-
cautions.

He said: “The only absolute way
to prevent shellfish allergy is to
avoid all shellfish and all products
that contain shellfish. "
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How to deal with food allergies

The best way to prevent food aller-
gies is to know which foods cause
allergy signs and symptoms, and
avoid them.

According to the Health Hub
wehsite, which is contributed by
the Health Promotion Board, peo-
ple with allergies should read food
labels for the ingredients.

When dining out, they should
also ask the establishments for
information on the ingredients
in their food. They can also carry
emergency epinephrine — a drug
used for treating severe allergic
reactions.

Assistant Professor Guillaume
Thibault of the School of Biologi-
cal Sciences, Nanyang Techno-
logical University, said that aller-
gic reactions to food happen
when a person’s system thinks a
foreign substance is trying to in-
vade the body.

He added: “The immune system
then overreacts to defend the
body against what it assumes are
dangerous invaders. This leads to
allergic symptoms.”

In the case of Ms Khoo Siew
Hong, who died on March 8 after
eating prawns despite her allergy
to the shellfish, State Coroner
Marvin Bay said yesterday that an
injectable epinephrine device can
reverse symptoms of a reaction
by opening airways and stabilis-
ing blood pressure.

He added: “Susceptible per-
sons may benefit from carrying
an epinephrine pen on their per-
son for emergency use. Care-
givers of young children or the el-
derly may consider affixing a
medical bracelet or necklace con-
taining allergy information to
persons under their care.”

The Health Hub website said
that common allergenic foods in-
clude eggs, soya beans, peanuts
and fish. Symptoms of food al-
lergy include swelling of the lips,
face, tongue, throat or other parts
of the body, flushing, itching of
the eyes, hives or eczema and
breathing difficulties.

Health Hub also said anaphy-
laxis — the cause of death for Ms

Epinephrine pens, when used, can reverse symptoms
of allergic reactions caused by food such as prawns.
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Khoo - is a severe allergic reac-
tion that can be fatal if left un-
treated. It may occur without the
usual symptoms of itchy rashes
and swelling of eyes and lips.
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