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5 tips for surviving seasonal allergies

Ann Enders

The Daily Texan


April showers bring May flowers. People eagerly anticipate spring in Texas and the miles and miles of wildflowers found blooming alongside the stretches of highways throughout the state. While thousands of people venture out on the road with their families to revel in these natural beauties, silent enemies lie in wait to attack these unsuspecting victims.


Seasonal allergies, also known as hay fever or allergic rhinitis, plague more than 20 percent of Americans every year, according to the American Academy of Allergy and Asthma and Immunology (AAAAI).


“Allergic rhinitis, or hay fever, is triggered by allergens, substances that initiate an allergic response, such as pollens or molds,” said Jay M. Portnoy, past chair of the AAAAI’s Aerobiology Committee in a press release. “Many trees, grasses and weeds have small, light and dry pollens that are easily carried by the wind, which is why allergy symptoms flare up in the spring. Molds are also an allergic trigger.”


The allergic antibody, IgE, is normally present in the body in very low levels, but found in larger quantities in people known to suffer from seasonal allergies.


“The pairing of allergens and IgE causes the release of chemicals,” Associate Director for the Children’s Asthma Center of Central Texas and board certified allergist and immunologist Stuart Abramson said. “This will cause inflammation of the nose and airways which produces the typical allergy symptoms: sneezing, nasal congestion, a runny nose, drowsiness, headaches and a itchy, watery nose.”

Allergy sufferers need to figure out which allergens affect them so they can know when to expect symptoms. Trees pollinate from late February through May, grasses distribute their pollens May to July and mold spores tend to peak in late spring and again in late fall when moisture is abundant in the atmosphere. Weather conditions cause slight variations in each plant’s pollination cycle from year to year.


Texas repeatedly has many of its cities ranked in the top allergy capitals of America, according to the Allergy and Asthma Foundation’s (AAFA) annual allergy research project. In the 2005 report, Texas boasts four cities in the top Fifty alone with Austin ranking 26, down from sixth in 2004.

“I haven’t noticed getting as sick in any other place in the world,” retired Delta flight attendant Claudia Bera said. 

While Central Texas is known for being a hot spot for hay fever, a few simple and convenient tasks anyone can do in their daily routine can help alleviate some of the symptoms caused by these pesky allergens. 


1. Watch what you eat.


Patients who suffer from seasonal allergies also receive similar symptoms from eating specific types of foods. This reaction, known as oral-allergy syndrome, usually causes itchiness in the mouth and throat. 


“This is a very subtle point,” Abramson said. “There is a protein component in allergens that is cross-reactive with particular foods.”


Those allergic to grass pollen should steer clear of melons, oranges, Swiss chard, tomatoes, watermelons and wheat. People suffering from mugwort pollen should avoid melons, parsley, peppers, spices, sunflower, carrots, celery, coriander and watermelons. For those who have a reaction to ragweed, they should not eat apples, bananas, cantaloupes, nuts, sunflower seeds, watermelons, chamomile tea, honey and honeydews. Mold allergies react with cheeses, mushrooms, dried fruit (such as apricots, dates, prunes, figs and raisins), foods containing ketchup, chili, mayonnaise, yeast, soy sauce, vinegar, pickles, green olives, sour cream, sauerkraut, beer, wine, corned beef, canned tomatoes and canned juices.


2. Maintain a good hygiene


Pollen particles stick very easily to surfaces including hair, clothing and animals. Maintaining a good hygiene helps reduce the amount of allergens inhabiting the body and decreases symptoms.


Allergens can appear everywhere, even in the backyard. Molds exist in compost piles, wooded areas, fallen leaves, cut grass and soil. Trees such as oak, birch, cedar, cottonwood and elm cause more allergens than fir, pine and dogwood trees. 


After an excursion outside, pollen particles may stick to the face and irritate the body. Washing the nose with a salt-water solution will clean allergens from the surface.



“Another good strategy is to take a shower before bed,” Abramson said. “This will remove pollen from the head and body which could otherwise end up in your sheets and irritate you throughout the night.”


Sticky pollens can also cling to dogs and cats if they spend time outside. Cleaning them every couple of days and keeping them off furniture will help reduce the amount of allergens that can accumulate within the home environment. 


3. Monitor pollen levels.


Pollen levels vary depending on the time of day. Peak pollen times usually occur between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m. The National Allergy Bureau compiles pollen and mold counts from certified stations across the nation and reports them to the media and on their website three times a week.


“Most pollen is emitted early in the morning,” Abramson said. “It’s better to plan outdoor activities for later in the day.”


Weather conditions also influence the pollen levels. High humidity and heavy winds blow mold and pollen about, causing higher pollen counts. Pollen levels tend to be lower during and right after rainfall or on cool, cloudy days. 


People who suffer from seasonal allergies also develop heightened sensitivity to emitted air pollution. Research shows that these particles will induce the allergic antibody IgE by themselves, according to Abramson.


“Seasonal allergies and air pollution is a bad combinations,” Abramson said. “Air pollution ozone layers are higher in the afternoon, so evening is probably the best time to do outdoor activities.”


Wearing a filter mask while mowing the lawn or gardening, which stirs up pollen and molds, greatly reduces the amount of pollen granules the body inhales.


If it is necessary to travel during times of peak pollen counts, keeping the car windows up and using the air conditioner will limit the amount of allergens arriving in the car. Always point vents away from the face to avoid direct contact with incoming particles.

4. Stay healthy


While a healthy immune system cannot prevent allergies, taking care of the body will significantly reduce the symptoms caused by allergens, which can be debilitating.


Eighty percent of allergic rhinitis patients feel tired, miserable, and irritable, according to “Allergies in America: A Landmark Survey of Nasal Allergy Sufferers” given by the American College of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology of more than 2,500 nasal allergy patients and 400 health care providers. The survey also reported 52 percent of allergy sufferers say symptoms hurt them on the job by decreasing their job performance, interfering with causing them to miss work.

“Remaining well-nourished and drinking lots of water can go a long way,” University of Texas Health Services Consumer Education and Outreach Coordinator Sherry Bell said. “Doing so will create healthy mucous membranes that will help you feel better.”


Exercising strengthens the immune system, but often pollens can accumulate on the body during time spent outdoors. Bell recommends exercising indoors as a way to avoid contact with allergens.


Some people, like Bera, use alternative methods to ease reactions to allergens.

“I use pressure points on the feet for sinuses and acupuncture to alleviate symptoms caused by seasonal allergies,” Bera said.


5. Keep house clean


Indoor air, where people spend 90 percent of their time, can be up to five times more polluted with allergens than outdoor air, according to the AAFA. 

People with reactions to outdoor allergens often find themselves sensitive to indoor allergens as well. The most common indoor allergy triggers are dust mites, pet dander, common household mold and outdoor particles that have found ways to creep inside the home. A clean house helps alleviate many of the symptoms associated with seasonal allergies, according to Abramson. 


“Keeping all surfaces clean is very important to eliminating allergens within the home,” Bell said. “Having more hard surfaces throughout the house will also lessen the surface area where pollens can accumulate.”


Dusting and sweeping merely spread particles around. Use products that eliminate the allergens themselves.


“When I dust my home, I use a swiffer to get rid of the pollen so it doesn’t merely just stir everything around,” Bera said.


Using an air conditioner during humid months instead of open windows to cool a house will tremendously help reduce the amount of allergens that creep into the house.


“The air conditioner cools and dries the air inside the house,” Abramson said. “People who live in humid areas need to use a dehumidifier to remove some larger pollens from the air. Leaving the windows open can allow more pollens to drift inside.”


People spend one-third of their time in the bedroom, according to Abramson. Keeping this room clean is particularly important in curbing symptoms caused by allergens. Washing bedding on a regular basis in hot water will help reduce the amount of allergens that can accumulate on these surfaces.


“Using a dust-mite case on mattresses will dramatically reduce symptoms,” Abramson said. 


Pollens tend to stick to many surfaces, especially carpeting. Weekly vacuuming is pertinent in maintaining an allergen-free home if installing hardwoods is not a viable option, according to Abramson. 


“Choosing the right kind of vacuum cleaner is very important,” Abramson said. “Certain kinds will merely exhaust the allergen back into the environment. A vacuum cleaner with a hepafilter (High Efficiency Particulate Air) will reduce the amount of allergen particles in the environment.”


Air filters help keep the air inside a house clean, and allergy sufferers should carefully monitor the conditions of their filters and change their filter at least once a month.


“Pleated filters are best for allergy sufferers,” Abramson said. “They have smaller size filters and can remove smaller particles from the air.” 


If at all possible, a non-sensitive person should clean the house. Some cleaning products have strong irritant properties that can aggravate the nose and cause allergy symptoms in many allergy sufferers. 


“It is important for people who suffer from seasonal allergies to avoid products with strong irritants, odors and perfumes,” Abramson said.

While seasonal allergies hinder many Central Texans, following these five simple and handy tips will help allergy victims take back control of life and enjoy the natural beauty found throughout the state.  
Research


Associate Director for the Children’s Asthma Center of Central Texas and board certified allergist and immunologist Stuart Abramson



(832) 824-1319


Retired Delta flight attendant Claudia Bera



(512) 475-2167


University of Texas Health Services Consumer Education and Outreach Coordinator Sherry Bell



(512) 475-8458


http://www.utexas.edu/student/health/guide/allergies.html

http://www.aaaai.org/

http://www.aafa.org/ 


http://www.nab.org/

http://www.acaai.org/
PAGE  
1

