People more sensitive to allergy triggers: study   
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As allergy season descends upon us and triggers a season of misery for millions of sufferers, a new study shows that people are becoming more sensitive to the environmental assaults on our senses.

British research shows that over the last 25 years, people are becoming increasingly susceptible to common allergic triggers (or allergens) such as pollen, pet dander and dust mites. 

For the study, published in the British Medical Journal, lead author Malcolm Law took blood samples from 513 middle-aged men in London between 1996 and 1998. 

He then matched these samples to those taken from the same number of men between 1981 and 1982, and also between 1975 and 1976. 

All subjects were tested for sensitivity to 11 common allergens, and then re-tested for sensitivity to three inhaled allergens.

Law's research team found "highly significant increases" over time in the proportion of men testing positive for the potential allergy triggers -- specifically, at a 4.5 per cent rise each decade since 1975.

Specific increases were found in antibodies to three inhaled allergens -- grass, tree pollen and cat dander. 

Allergies versus antigens
Higher levels of antigens don't necessarily translate into higher levels of allergic reaction, however.

Allergy specialist Dr. Peter Vadas told CTV.ca it's important to make a distinction between a person who shows high antibody levels and a person who has a clinical allergy. 

"The prevalence of antibodies against common allergens is much higher than the prevalence of clinical allergens," said Vadas, the director of the Allergy and Clinical Immunology division at St. Michael's Hospital in Toronto.

To illustrate his point, Vadas said a person could have high antigen levels when exposed to a cat, but not sneeze and tear up like a person who suffers from a true allergy to furry felines.

A number of studies do point, however, to a rise in rates of clinical allergies. But the reason why seems to remain a mystery. 

Cause unknown
Law's team admitted it failed to find an explanation behind the rising levels of antigens in middle-aged men over time. 

"We just don't have the answers," Law told WebMD, a medical information site.

He did conclude that the reason isn't likely due to an increase in exposure to certain allergens, or to a decline in childhood infections -- two popular theories behind the rise of allergies and antigens. 

But Dr. Vadas differs. "I subscribe to the hygiene hypothesis," he told CTV.ca, pointing to the theory that children who grow up in environments that are "too" hygienic, become allergy-prone.

The theory goes that when we're born, our immune systems are set to fight allergic diseases, and then later develop to combat bacterial infections.

But children who aren't exposed to enough bacteria in their developing years become stuck somewhat in the initial allergy-fighting mode.

Vadas pointed to studies that have shown that "the prevalence of allergy goes down" in children who grow up in relatively less hygienic environments such as farms, in families with multiple children, or spend a lot of time in daycares.

Whatever the reason, there's proof that more and more people are buying allergy medications.

Last month, over-the-counter allergy medicine Claritin passed the $1 billion US mark in sales in the United States since December, 2002. While Pfizer sold over $340 million US worth of its anti-histamine Zyrtec over the first three months of 2005.
Air Fresheners May Damage Your Lungs

A chemical called 1,4-dichlorobenzene, or 1,4-DCB, could harm your lungs. 

It is found in air fresheners, toilet deodorizers, and mothballs, and is present in the blood of nearly all Americans. 1,4-DCB is the chemical that gives mothballs their distinctive smell.

The finding came as part of a National Institutes of Health study that looked at 11 household chemicals. All 11 chemicals are emitted as gasses by common household products. 1,4-DCB was the only chemical in the study which was linked to lung damage.

Those who had the highest amounts in the chemical in their blood showed diminished lung function, which could be serious for those with asthma or other lung problems. Reduced lung function is also a risk factor for heart disease, stroke, and lung cancer.
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Dr. Mercola's Comment:

Air fresheners have been linked to cancer in the past, and this new study may demonstrate one reason why. It really is quite amazing that this chemical found in air fresheners, 1,4-dichlorobenzene, is present in the blood of 96 percent of Americans.
This is especially alarming as this toxic chemical has been associated with so many health problems. In general you want to avoid having any benzene derivative chemicals in your body as they have very similar toxic side effects.

It's best to avoid using any chemicals in your home. However, that a might tall achievement in this day and age. What you can do, however, is limit your exposure as much as possible with the following tips:

· Buy and eat, as much as possible, organic produce and free-range, organic foods. Remember that processed foods are processed with chemicals! If you can only purchase one organic product it probably should be free range organic eggs. Additionally I believe raw milk products are a key to staying healthy. 

· Avoid artificial food additives of all kind, including artificial sweeteners and MSG 

· Only use natural cleaning products in your home. Most health food stores will have these available or you can search on line for them. Switch over to natural brands of toiletries, including shampoo, toothpaste, antiperspirants and cosmetics. 

· Avoid spraying insect repellants that contain DEET on your body. There are safe, effective and natural alternatives out there, like Neem-Based Botanical Outdoor Gel. 

· Remove any metal fillings as they're a major source of mercury. Be sure to have this done by a qualified biological dentist. 

· Seek to build your health up through the nutrition insights detailed in my Total Health Program, and then limit your use of drugs (prescription and over-the-counter) as much as possible. Drugs are chemicals too, and they will leave residues and accumulate in your body over time. 

Artificial air fresheners, dryer sheets, fabric softeners or other synthetic fragrances can pollute the air you are breathing, with 1,4-DCB and other chemicals. If you use air fresheners because you are trying to eliminate unpleasant scents, try to prevent them from occurring in the first place. 

If you are using air fresheners because you like the scent, therapeutic essential oils are an excellent, and safe, alternative.
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