Climate Change Blamed for Growing Allergy Problems
by Laura Unger
June 30, 2013: Louisville, Kentucky - Lucy Dutton would love to spend hours in her yard tending flowers, but as soon as she goes outside, her throat gets dry and scratchy, her nose stuffs up, and she starts coughing.  “It’s part of living near the Ohio River,” the 53-year-old nurse from Fern Creek said of her allergy troubles.  “And they’ve gotten worse in recent years.”
Doctors and other experts agree, and they say climate change is partly to blame.  A federal plant physiologist says tree pollen is emerging roughly 2 weeks sooner in the spring, and ragweed pollen is lingering 2 to 4 weeks longer in the fall.
In fact, pollen counts are expected to more than double by 2040, according to a study presented at a meeting of the American College of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology last fall.  “The more pollution, the more global warming, we’re definitely seeing higher pollen counts,” said Dr. David Pallares of Louisville Allergy and Asthma.  “Over the last decade, there has been a progressive increase in pollen counts, compared with in the past.”
That’s bad news for Louisville, ranked this year as the 5th-worst U.S. city for spring allergies by the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America.  Experts cite a “perfect storm” of allergenic trees, grasses and weeds, and a “basin effect” that traps pollen in the Ohio River Valley.
“New people who never had problems are coming in.  They say, ‘They (allergens) never bothered me before now,’ ” said Dr. Gerald Lee, an assistant professor in the Department of Pediatrics, Allergy and Immunology at the University of Louisville’s medical school, who sees patients as part of U of L Physicians.  Lee and other physicians say they also see plenty of long-suffering patients who complain about worsening symptoms.
Dutton, an allergy sufferer for more than 20 years who receives care at Family Allergy & Asthma in Louisville, said her allergies sometimes progress to sinus infections, bronchitis or pneumonia.  She takes allergy shots and other medicines and tries to avoid allergy triggers — spending most of her time inside with the air conditioning on during allergy seasons.  “I’d like to let in the air,” she said.  “But I don’t open the windows in my house, because I know I would suffer.”
Climate Connection
Globally, allergic diseases have been rising in the industrialized world for more than 50 years, according to the World Health Organization.  In the United States, federal statistics from 2011, the most recent year available, show 16.9 million adults and 6.7 million children were diagnosed with hay fever in the previous 12 months.  Roughly 13% of Americans 18 and older have sinusitis (sinus inflammation).
Dr. Lewis Ziska, a plant physiologist with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, joined Canadian colleagues in studying ragweed pollen counts at 10 monitoring stations from Texas to Saskatchewan, Canada, from 1995 to 2009.  In addition to finding longer ragweed seasons, he has also observed, from studying Baltimore and rural areas of Maryland, that urban areas have increased pollen counts — with ragweed growing faster, flowering earlier and producing more pollen.
Publishing in the journal Environmental Health Perspectives in 2008, Ziska and his colleagues talked about the concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide increasing by 22% since 1960, and said there was “widespread agreement” that this would increase surface temperatures and lead to wide swings in weather.  The researchers concluded: “There are a wide number of clear links among climate change, plant biology and public health that remain under-appreciated.”
Dr. Leonard Bielory, the New Jersey allergist who presented the pollen count study at the allergy meeting last year, said the counts averaged 8,455 in 2000 and are expected to reach 21,735 by 2040.  The research, taking place at Rutgers University, also found that allergy seasons will begin earlier every year.  Rutgers researchers are incorporating weather patterns, precipitation changes and temperature into their models.  They also plan to analyze allergenic plants being grown in climate chambers that mimic future conditions.
Whether fossil fuels are to blame for new weather patterns remains a volatile political debate, especially in such coal states as Kentucky.  But there is little argument among mainstream scientists that greenhouse gases from activities such as burning coal at power plants, or burning gasoline in cars and trucks, fuels global warming, potentially with catastrophic results.  Dutton said of her worsening allergies, “I tend to think that global warming ...  has something to do with it.”
Allergy Central
Louisville allergists say they often hear from people who say they developed allergies, or saw them exacerbated, when they moved to the city.  One reason, Lee and others said, is that Louisville is a veritable Mecca for outdoor allergens, thanks to a combination of its Southern temperate climate and its location within the Ohio River Valley.  “Definitely the basin effect in the Ohio River is a problem,” said Dr. James Sublett of Family Allergy & Asthma.  “We get that bowl effect where we get trapping at the bottom.”
In addition to outdoor molds, Lee pointed out that this region is home to potentially allergenic trees such as maple, oak and birch; grasses such as Kentucky bluegrass and timothy grass; and weeds such as ragweed and English plantain.
Also, Louisville has for decades struggled with elevated ozone, which doctors say can aggravate allergies.
Those allergies not only vary among cities, they can differ by neighborhood — or even by home.  While people are born with the tendency to have allergies, one place may present more triggers than another, Sublett said.  Pallares likened it to a tipping point, where an inherent tendency and constant exposure can add up to allergic symptoms.  “You could literally move next door and have allergies you didn’t have at your other home,” Sublett said.
Allergies also vary significantly by year, and by individual.  Allergists said this year’s relatively cool spring means allergies have tended to be steadier, compared with last year, when there were higher peaks for some sufferers.  But doctors said those allergic to trees and grasses are being hit particularly hard this year, because tree pollen came out later than usual — in April — and overlapped with grass pollen, which always comes out around Kentucky Derby time and peaks around Memorial Day weekend.  “We had still not recovered from tree pollen, then we had grass and trees,” Sublett said.
But doctors said overall allergy relief may be on the way soon.  “It usually improves in the summer,” Pallares said.  Dutton said she hopes so, but she’s noticed that her allergies linger later into the year these days, and sometimes lead to complications.  A recent sinus infection caused by allergies required antibiotics.  Testing has found she’s allergic to trees, grass and indoor and outdoor mold, as well as dust, cats and dogs.  “When I go out, I know what my restrictions are.  And I can’t always stay out longer periods like I’d like to because I start getting stopped up,” she said.  “I have to bring Kleenex with me because I know it’s going to start.”
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