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What is mitochondrial donation? 
It’s an IVF technique that could prevent transmission of a devastating inherited condition called 
mitochondrial disease (mito) from mother to child. 

What is mitochondrial disease? 
Mitochondria are the tiny batteries in our cells that convert the food we eat into the energy we need to 
survive. They are separate from the cell’s nucleus, which holds the genetic material that determines our 
physical and psychological traits, but do contain very small amounts of their own DNA.

When a person has mito, their mitochondria don’t work properly. Their cells stop performing and start to die. 
The impact can be devastating: seizures, strokes, blindness, deafness, heart and liver failure are all common. 
Most children who are affected will not make it to adulthood.

One Australian child born each week will develop a severe or life-threatening form of mito, it affects 1 in 5000 
people. There are few effective treatments and no cure. 

How does mitochondrial donation work? 
The process involves replacing the faulty mitochondria (batteries) with healthy ones from a donor. This 
replacement is done during IVF and can happen either before or after the egg is fertilized - both techniques 
are being considered. The resulting egg or embryo will have nuclear DNA from its mother and father, but 
healthy mitochondrial DNA from a donor.

Three people’s DNA? 
The baby will have DNA from three people. But the genetic involvement of the third person is restricted only 
to the donor’s mitochondrial DNA (batteries). Mitochondrial DNA from the donor makes up only 0.1% of the 
total DNA within the cell. The replacement corrects defects that would otherwise be dangerous, and does 

not affect other physical or psychological traits.

Is this genetic modification? 
A minute amount of a baby’s DNA is altered by this technique, but only the tiny portion held in 
mitochondria. Genetic modification usually refers to editing DNA in the nucleus, which does not happen in 
this process and which would remain illegal under the proposed regulations.

Why is this important? 
We represent families across Australia who carry this condition, who have lost children or who face the daily 
battles of this disease. Mitochondrial donation would give affected couples the opportunity to have their 
own child, free from mito – something that most people take for granted.

What is AMDF doing and how you can help 
AMDF is engaging with MPs, senators and government officials to change government legislation. The 
process will involve the CEO, board members, scientists, patients and their families meeting with politicians 
to support the change. To be successful, we need your help. Please consider meeting with your local MP 
and/or speaking with the media to raise awareness.

Want to know more? 
Please visit amdf.org.au/mitochondrial-donation or contact us to learn more about how you can help at 
rebecca.davis@amdf.org.au or 02 8033 4113.
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