Environmental Controls: How To Create an Allergen-Free Home

Information Provided by Dr. Kmucha and the San Francisco-Peninsula Ear, Nose and Throat Associates 

You're about to discover a number of simple, easy‑to‑implement steps that you can take to make your home safer, healthier, and allergen‑free. Steps that can dramatically improve the quality of life for anyone in your home who suffers from allergies or asthma. All are based on a common‑sense approach to allergy and asthma management ‑ it's called Environmental Control. It requires virtually no change in your habits or lifestyle. It's safe, and it works. 

This information is divided into three sections. The first section provides you with general guidelines that work for almost all allergies and asthma, and are the first, critical steps you can take in creating an allergen‑free environment. The second section offers specific tips and suggestions for dealing with the four most common types of allergens: Dust and Dust Mites, Pollen, Mold and Mildew, and Pet Dander. The third section is devoted to Asthma. It explains how this dangerous disease is related to allergies, and how environmental control can help you manage it.
I. NO ALLERGENS. NO MISERY. THE FIRST STEPS TO AN ALLERGEN‑FREE ENVIRONMENT.

The guiding principle behind Environmental Control is this: Reduce your exposure to the allergens that cause your allergic reaction, and you'll dramatically reduce your misery and suffering. A few simple steps, like using Environmental Control measures at home and work, 
can make all the difference. 
Environmental Control measures work in one of two ways:
•   They reduce or eliminate the allergens in your personal environment, or
•   They create a protective barrier between you and irritating allergens.
Used in combination, Environmental Control measures let you create a complete allergen
avoidance solution ‑ a safe harbor in the place where you live, and the place where you work.

Most importantly, they can significantly improve your quality of life.
II. THE SAFE HARBOR MADE REAL - GENERAL TIPS: 

 Here are some things you can do to get relief if you or someone you love suffers from allergies or asthma. All are important steps in creating an environment free of allergens and irritants. 
1.       Consider using a HEPA air filter In rooms where you spend a lot of time. When it comes to allergies and asthma, nothing is more important than the quality of the air you breathe. Since you probably spend at least a third of your time in your bedroom, start there. Also consider the office, where you may spend another third of your time.
2.       Remove wall‑to‑wall carpeting and replace it with washable rugs. Rugs and carpeting are a breeding ground for dust mites, molds, bacteria, and other misery‑inducing allergens. 
3.       Vacuum carefully, and often, using a HEPA vacuum if possible. Traditional vacuums spew more dust, pollen, mold, pet dander, and bacteria into the air than they remove.
       Alternately, use special micro‑filtration vacuum bag with your current vacuum. 
4.       Replace heavy curtains and draperies with washable, lightweight curtains. Just as they do in deep carpets and rugs, mold, bacteria, and dust mites thrive in thick curtains and drapes.
5.       Keep humidity low. Air conditioning in the Summer and a dehumidifier in Winter can keep humidity below 50%. Use temperature/humidity gauges to monitor conditions in
        your home  or office year‑round, especially in the summer. 
6.       Install filters in your heating/cooling systems. These easy‑to‑instill units fit most air conditioning and heating systems. And they seal off an often‑overlooked allergen pathway.
Every room in your home has some type of allergen or trigger ‑ in fact, a number of them ‑ that can make life miserable for people with allergies and asthma. Knowing what to look for, and where, is key to creating an allergen‑free home. The illustration above and the allergen key to the right will help you understand what these allergens are, where they come from, and where they can be found throughout your home.
III..    THE SAFE HARBOR MADE REAL - SPECIFIC ALLERGIES. 
This section gives you specific tips and suggestions for dealing with the four most common types of allergies: Dust and Dust Mites, Pollen, Mold and Mildew, and Pet Dander. Used with the general tips above, they can be extremely helpful in reducing the misery of anyone who suffers from these wide‑spread allergies.
A. DUST AND DUST MITES:
A significant number of people who experience allergic reactions suffer, to one degree or another, from dust and dust mite allergies. In addition, researchers have found that dust mites are a trigger for 50% ‑80% of all asthmatics. Dust mites are invisible. They're everywhere. And you can't get rid of them. But you can protect yourself. 
1.       Cover, or encase, your bedding. This first step is critical: Put mite-​proof bedding covers over your mattress, box spring, comforters, and pillows. You'll be amazed at how much better you'll be able to breathe and sleep, and how much better you'll feel when you wake up. 
2.       Wash your sheets and pillowcases often. It's recommended you do this at least once a week in hot water ‑ 140 degrees or higher which will kill the dust mites. 
3.       Clean carpets and rugs or treat them with tannic acid. If you're unable to remove and machine wash your carpets and rugs, be sure to treat them with a tannic acid solution to neutralize dust mite allergens. Tannic acid is safe, natural, and powerful. And it can be used on most carpets and fabrics without damaging them. It's better to avoid so called "miticides"; they contain toxic chemicals. 
4.       Don't steam clean. It increases humidity and moisture levels, which helps dust mites to breed. 
5.       Avoid upholstered furniture. Instead, substitute wood, leather, vinyl, or metal furniture that can be wiped clean easily. If this isn't possible, use an allergy neutralizing solution on curtains, upholstery, and other surfaces that harbor dust mites. 
6.       Keep clothing tucked away in closets and drawers. Also, keep closet doors closed. This prevents dust from collecting, and therefore prevents mites from breeding.
B.    POLLEN: 
Pollens are among the most allergenic of substances. When they're airborne, they wreak havoc. It's impossible to completely prevent the pollens released by trees, grasses, weeds, and plants from coming into your home. But there are ways to keep your household pollen count down, and with it, your misery. 
1.       Close windows and doors. It's really a simple step, but it can be very effective. 
2.       Install window filters. For those times when you want or need fresh air. These easily‑installed baffled‑screen window guards keep pollen particles out while allowing cool breezes in. 
3.       Don't hang laundry outside. It collects pollen you then carry with you when you wear the clothing, sleep on the bedding, use the towels, etc. 
4.       Avoid early morning outdoor activities. Plants produce the greatest amount of pollen between 5 a.m. ‑ 10 a.m. It peaks again just before dusk. 
5.       Wear a face mask when you mow your lawn. Don't be self‑conscious about wearing one whenever you're concerned about pollen. You'll be glad you did. 
6.       Clean up after being outside for any extended period of time. If possible, shower, wash your hair, and change your clothes. Take a quick shower at night before bed. And remember to rinse off your hair. If you don't, you risk breathing pollen all night long. 
7.       Keep pollen out of your car. Keep the windows closed and use the air conditioner, if you have one. 
8.       Use HEPA air filters. This was mentioned in the General Tips section but it's well worth repeating. HEPA air purifiers, HEPA vacuums, and electrostatic filters for heating and cooling systems are all particularly effective in reducing pollen count. 
C:   PET DANDER:
 Many people think pet allergies cause more misery than any other kind. Not because of the symptoms, which are similar in severity to the other major allergies, but because of the cure. The sad fact is, the most effective treatment for pet allergies is not to have a pet. Most pet owners, however, aren't prepared to pursue this option. If you're among them, here are a number of things you can do to make life with your beloved friend a lot more pleasant.
1.       Control where your pet sleeps. Don’t let your animal sleep with you in the bed or even in the bedroom. Also, use a pet blanket or other bedding that can be washed frequently in hot water. 
2.       Treat your pet’s coat. Brush-in or spray-on an allergen-inhibiting solution.
3.       Bathe your pet regularly. Once every two weeks, at least, using a specially formulated pet shampoo that will reduce dander. Regular shampoos will only dry out your pet’s skin and make the problems worse.
 
4.       Clean your home regularly and thoroughly. Pet allergen sticks to vertical surfaces such as walls, furniture and picture frames. Wipe them frequently.
5.       Use HEPA air filters. These filters in addition to HEPA Vacuums and electrostatic air filters for heating and cooling systems are all effective in keeping pet dander to a minimum. 
D.   MOLDS:
There are more than 10000 varieties of mold, many of which reproduce by releasing mold spores in to the air. You will find them everywhere, including some places you might not expect. And because they are so prevalent and prolific, people with mold allergies have to take particular care. If you are allergic to molds, here are several things that you can do to make  your life more comfortable.
1.       Keep humidity low. Use temperature/humidity gauges to monitor conditions in your home year-round, particularly in the summer. Air conditioning in the summer and a dehumidifier in the damp places can keep humidity below 50%.
2.       Install exhaust fans. It helps to install exhaust fans in both the kitchen and bathrooms to remove the damp air that causes mold to grow. 
3.       Try at safe but strong household cleaner. A special formulation that is intended to eliminate mold and mildew is usually recommended. Place particular emphasis on the bathrooms and kitchens. Don’t forget that dens, family rooms and bedrooms can harbor mold spores by the millions. Basements tend to be the biggest breeding ground of all. 
4.       Limit the number of household plants in your home. Mold is present on plants and in potting soil. Use an allergen sealing spray on all the houseplants that you keep. It wont hurt the plants, and you will feel better.
5.       Don't store firewood In the house. Keep it near where it's needed ‑ but outside. 
6.       Store old books properly. The best solution is to put them in tightly‑sealed containers, stored under very low humidity. Books, old ones in par​ticular, are a major source of mold. 
7.    Get rid of old wallpaper. Replace it with a fresh coat of non​toxic paint. 
8.       Take up the carpeting In damp areas. Replace carpeting in these areas with vinyl flooring. Don't overlook the basement. 
9.    Remove carpets and bath mats from the bathroom. Wash your face cloths and towels frequently, too. 
10.    Wear a mask outdoors. It will help you avoid mold. Keep your distance from leaf piles, garbage areas, mulch and compost, and excessive dampness. 
11.    Use HEPA air filters. Using HEPA air filters and keeping humidity low are particularly effective in reducing mold growth and airborne mold spores.
IV. THE SAFE HARBOR MADE REAL: ASTHMA
Two thousand years ago, the Greeks created the word Asthma ‑meaning “to breathe hard.” Today, we define asthma as a chronic disease that inflames and obstructs the airways. Fortunately, we also have a better understanding of what causes people to "breathe hard" and have developed methods for managing this dangerous disease.
Asthma, of course, is not an allergy. But the two conditions have much in common. In fact, many people who have asthma also have allergies. And it's often the case that when an asthmatic experiences an allergic reaction, it results in an asthma attack as well. One of the keys to an effective management program ‑ and an active, healthy life ‑ is the avoidance of asthma triggers through Environmental Control. Triggers and irritants such as viruses, bacteria, smoke, dust, molds, pollen, pet dander, fumes, chemical detergents and cleaners, even changes in temperature and humidity.
ENVIRONMENTAL CONTROL: 
IRRITANTS AND WHAT YOU CAN DO ABOUT THEM:.
To successfully avoid asthma triggers, it's critical to try to implement the following Environmental Controls.
1.       Use a HEPA air filter in rooms where you spend a lot of time. Nothing is more important than  the quality of the air you breathe. Since you probably spend at least a third of your time in the bedroom, start there. Also consider the office, where you may spend another third of your time. This includes home offices, too. 
2.       Remove wall‑to‑wall carpeting and replace It with washable rugs. You may not know it, but traditional rugs are a. breeding ground for dust mites, molds, bacteria, and other misery‑inducing allergens that can trigger attacks. 
3.       Vacuum carefully, and often, using a HEPA vacuum. If you don't have one, we urge you to carefully consider getting one. Traditional vacuums spew, more dust, pollen, mold, pet dander, and bacteria into your personal environment than they remove. In the meantime, using special micro‑filtration vacuum bags with your current vacuum will help. 
4.       Replace heavy curtains and draperies with washable, lightweight curtains. just as they do in deep carpets and rugs, mold, bacteria, and dust mites thrive in thick curtains and drapes.
5.       Install filters in your heating/cooling systems. These easy to install units fit most air conditioning and heating systems. And, most important, they seal off an often overlooked trigger pathway. 
6.       Use chemical‑free cleaning products. When cleaning, use products that don't contain strong odors or harsh chemicals.
Facts About Children and Allergies:
1. There must be a genetic predisposition to allergies before a child is likely to be allergic. This means that one or both parents usually have some kind of allergic predisposition, whether they are aware of it or not.
2. Infants typically show allergic sensitivity to formula ingredients (cow's milk, soy, milk protein, corn, coconut oil) as their first manifestation of allergy problems. This is true because their entire diet is limited to a particular formula. Potential allergy is stimulated by overexposure to a particular formula.
3. Food allergies or sensitivities in infants up to 24‑ months of age most commonly involve milk, eggs and wheat; this occurs as they common food are introduced into the diet.
4. Small children up to age three are usually allergic to things in their immediate environment, the ground or the floor, where they crawl and play. Therefore, this age group is usually allergic to dust, mold and danders. These allergens are always in the environment (perennial), not seasonal, and children become allergic to these allergens at an earlier age due to their frequent exposure.
5. It is uncommon to see allergies to pollen (ragweed, grasses or weeds) in children before the age of three. Usually children must be exposed to pollen for three seasons before having an allergic reaction. "Seasonal" allergies are prominent after age four. Once a child reaches school age, exposure on the playground, for example, will trigger an allergic reaction if a child is already predisposed to the allergy.
Dust Mites: Your Uninvited Guests
Your house contains thousands of microscopic insects called dust mites. Many people are allergic to the waste products and decomposed bodies of these mites. The mites live in mattresses, pillows, carpeting, blankets, and anywhere dust collects ‑‑ your mattress alone may contain 200,000 of these mites!
Mites feed on dead human skin. One human sheds about 5 grams of skin scales per week throughout the home, feeding a large population of dust mites.
The mite's life span is between 2‑3 1/2months. During its life, it produces up to 200 times its own weight in waste products.
The waste products get deep into the carpeting and stick tightly to the fibers. They cannot be removed by ordinary vacuuming or shampooing, A significant amount of mites can be killed with products containing benzyl benzoate or tannic acid, which can be applied to most carpets without harm.
What To Do To Control Dust Mites:
1.  Encase mattresses, box springs, and pillows in zippered, dustproof, mite-proof covers. Avoid down comforters and pillows.
2.  Remove carpets ‑‑ especially in the bedroom ‑‑ if possible, or apply a product containing benzyl benzoate or tannic acid every few months to control mite growth, and vacuum daily.
3.  Avoid heavy curtains and venetian blinds. Use light, washable curtains.
4.  Substitute wooden or plastic furniture for upholstered furniture.
5.  Cover air vents with filters or use an electric radiator.
6.  Remove stuffed animals, wall pennants, macrame hangings or boxes collecting dust.
7.  Keep the relative humidity at 35‑40 percent. Humidistat gauges to measure the humidity are available in stores.
8.  Use a dehumidifier in the basement if it is damp or in any room where mildew is found.
9.  Air conditioners with filters can prevent the humidity rising above 50 percent in the summer time. This excess humidity could stimulate mite and mold growth.
10.  Keep all closet doors shut.
TRUE FOOD ALLERGIES: Or Even Your Best Friends Can Hurt You

Many people are surprised that a food that they eat can cause their nose to become stuffy, their ears to fill up or their lungs to congest. Actually, this should seem no more unusual than a medicine that they take by mouth to relieve these problems. Both the food and the medicine are absorbed from the digestive tract and carried to all parts of the body. It is the nature of the food or medicine and the part of the body that it acts upon that determines what effect it has, not the route by which it enters the body.
Food allergy can cause symptoms in any part of the body. Almost every organ can be affected, producing an almost unlimited variety of symptoms. Everything from migraine headaches to itching and scaling feet has been traced to allergy, with various problems involving almost everything in between, In addition, different foods cause varying symptoms in each individual. Allergic responses are entirely a matter of individual sensitivity, brought on by repeated exposure to a particular food.
To add to the problem, few allergic people are sensitive to a single food. If the body reacts abnormally to one food it is likely to react abnormally to several. This makes the unraveling of food allergy problems extremely difficult for the allergist and almost impossible for the patient himself.
For generations many food allergic patients were labeled neurotic because of the wide range of their complaints and the difficulty of finding a common factor connecting them. Today most of these people may hope for relief, but they must be willing to work with their allergist patiently to identify and control the offenders.         
Tests for airborne allergens have become quite reliable over recent years. Some tests for food allergens are now available and new tests are being developed. With care, however, it is possible in most cases to identify and treat offending foods. This should be easier to do in the future.
The best treatment for food allergy is elimination of the offending foods. Techniques for treating offending foods are available but they are not always adequate. For the patient sensitive to a few foods that may be eliminated without affecting his lifestyle, this approach should be used. The foods may be returned to the diet in a limited fashion when the sensitivity has disappeared.
Certain foods are termed "hidden" because they are so commonly found in processed food and may be difficult to eliminate from the diet. When a patient is allergic to foods such as these, it may be possible to treat them in such a way that the foods may be eaten without ill effects. This possibility should be discussed with the patient's allergist.
Food may be your best friend, but it can hurt you if you are allergic to it. Tracking down and treating food allergies may be difficult but it is usually rewarding. A cooperative approach between a patient and his allergist can almost always put food allergy problems in their place.
FOR MORE INFORMATION, SEE HANDOUT ENTITLED “FACTS ABOUT FOOD ALLERGIES” 
