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Antibiotics
Say hello to triggering agent No. 1. 

The problem with antibiotics is that 
they kill indiscriminately. This poses 
a problem for “microflora,” the unique 
mix of bacteria in our gastrointestinal 
(GI) tracts that works with our bodies’ 
defences against inhaled allergens 
such as dust, dander and pollen. Anti-
biotics aren’t alone in this: Antacids, 
proton pump inhibitors and anti-
inflammatory drugs can also destroy 
your GI’s bacterial balance, increasing 
the severity of allergy symptoms. 

How to beAt it
“Once antibiotics kill the invader in 
your system,” says University of 
Michigan professor Gary Huffnagle, 
“the damage to the microflora has to 
be fixed.” Probiotics, consumed in 
yogourt or as a supplement, can help 
restore GI bacteria to the right levels 
and calm your immune system. But 
the key to a healthy gut—and a good 
way to keep allergies under control—
is by having a diet high in fibre, fruits 
and vegetables. 

Bo mo
When Allergies Go 

Think you’ve got your allergies pegged? These seven 
triggering agents can cause surprising  

flare-ups and play havoc with your health. Here they 
are—with expert advice on how to beat them
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stress 
In a recent study, researchers found 

that allergy symptoms spiked after 
sufferers took an anxiety-inducing 
test, compared with when they per-
formed a tension-free task. By flood-
ing the bloodstream with elevated 
levels of histamine—the chemical that 
activates the body’s allergic re-
sponse—stress can intensify a sea-
sonal attack and even prolong the 
episode. 

 

How to beAt it
Monitor yourself closely during a par-
ticularly stressful event. Sufferers 
often don’t notice symptoms are es-
calating until they’re overwhelmed by 
a sneezing fit or blinded by tears. And 
keep in mind that an antihistamine 
can take up to 24 hours to start work-
ing. “If you know you’re going to be 
in a highly stressful situation, such as 
on a business trip or during a long 
workday,” says Dr. Gailen Marshall, 
a University of Mississippi allergist 
and immunologist, “ask your doctor 
to prescribe a corticosteroid nasal 
spray to treat allergies fast.” As for 
stress itself? “Learn to manage it bet-
ter,” says Marshall. So try to get lots 
of sleep, exercise daily and budget 
time for relaxation. 

AlcoHol 
If your allergy symptoms are going 

haywire, it might be time to cut back 
on the Merlot. According to research-
ers, the histamine found in beer, wine 
and liquor can inflame hay fever 
symptoms. Studies have also shown 
that regular consumption of wine can 
even increase the risk of seasonal and 
perennial allergies among those who 
would otherwise be unaffected.

How to beAt it
According to Ottawa allergist Dr.  
Antony Ham Pong, there’s only one 
surefire way to beat the alcohol trig-
ger: Go dry. Try to develop a taste for 
sparkling water with cranberry juice, 
or virgin Bloody Caesars. If alcohol is 
worth a clogged nose, then at least 
don’t drink any while experiencing 
allergy symptoms, and have a glass of 
water after every drink.

indoor Pollution
Do you try to keep your sniffling 

and nose-blowing at bay by staying 
indoors? Think again. Dust mites, pet 
hair, mould spores and cooking fumes 
could be polluting your home and, 
come pollen season, triggering flare-
ups. According to the Canada Mort-
gage and Housing Corporation 
(CMHC), houses more than 25 years 
old often have poor ventilation sys-
tems that trap pollutants and irritants, 
allowing them to build. The air qual-
ity in new and renovated houses fares 
no better, due to high amounts of off-
gassing, such as from chemicals in 
fresh paint and furniture evaporating 
into the air.

How to beAt it
Consider buying a high efficiency 
particulate air (HEPA) purifier, which 
will significantly reduce airborne par-
ticles in a room. (You can also use a 
vacuum outfitted with a HEPA filter, 
as ordinary vacuum cleaners merely 
“rearrange” dirt they can’t catch.) 
Also consider getting a dehumidifier. 
Dust mites need a relative humidity 
(RH) of 55 percent to thrive indoors, 
so lowering humidity levels could do 
your allergies good. (A hygrometer, 
available at hardware stores, meas-
ures RH.) As for mould, check for 
water infiltration and tackle immedi-
ately. For more details, read The 
Clean Air Guide, which can be or-
dered online from the CMHC.
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3cross-Allergies

The immune system will some-
times confuse food protein for pollen. 
Because of this, hay fever sufferers 
have a higher chance of developing 
related “crossover” allergies to cer-
tain raw fruits, vegetables and nuts. 

How to beAt it
Most allergenic fruit and vegetable 
proteins are destroyed by cooking. 
Ragweed-allergy sufferers, for ex-
ample, might have to avoid raw ba-
nanas, watermelon and zucchini. 
Since the severity of a reaction to 
food can depend on pollen levels, you 
may be unaware of cross-allergies. So 
be alert: If you get an itchy mouth 
after taking a bite of something, stop 
eating and visit an allergy specialist. 
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swimming Pools 
Think twice about taking a dip. A 

recent study shows that overchlorin-
ated swimming pools can wreak 
havoc on airways, making swimmers 
more sensitive to allergens. The 
chlorine-based toxic chemicals in the 
water can also exacerbate existing al-
lergies. Sensitivity increases with 
time spent in the pool, so regular 
swimmers are most at risk. 

How to beAt it
Avoid over-chlorinated pools. Accord-
ing to Dr. Alfred Bernard, a Belgian 
toxicologist, a strong chlorine smell in 
the pool area or at the water’s surface 
signals an excessive amount of the 
chemical. Irritated eyes, skin and 
throat are another clue. Even saltwater 
pools can be problematic, as these 
pools actually are sanitized with chlor-
ine. If you own a pool, switch to less-
irritating cleaning alternatives such as 
hydrogen peroxide, ozone generation 
or copper-silver ionization. 

combo of seAsonAl And 
YeAr-round Allergies 

Hay fever sufferers who are also al-
lergic to dogs, cats or dust mites ex-
perience their seasonal symptoms 
faster than others. A recent study 
found such year-round allergy suffer-
ers have immune systems that are 
“preprimed,” increasing these people’s 
sensitivity to allergens such as pollen.

How to beAt it
Don’t wait until your symptoms ex-
plode. “Your allergies might be mild 
for most of the year,” says Dr. Anne 
Ellis, an assistant professor of medi-
cine at Queen’s University, “but if you 
are getting more aggressive treatment 
for those symptoms year-round, you 
might see less of a flare-up during pol-
len season.” Consider allergy shots, 
which build up immunity to a specific 
allergen (dog dander, say) by injecting 
the sufferer with small but increasing 
doses of it each week. It’s a big com-
mitment, requiring weekly injections 
for four to six months, then monthly 
doses for the next five years. “But for 
the majority of people who can stick 
to the schedule,” says Ellis, “it’s a life-
changer.” 
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