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“Ask Before You Eat”
New Brunswick, NJ--Ask Before You Eat! –that’s the advice researchers at Rutgers University’s Food Policy Institute and Department of Nutritional Sciences are giving those with food allergies.  This simple step could save their lives!  

Food allergies are a common, serious—and sometimes fatal--problem.  Almost 11 million Americans have food allergies; many are children.  Nearly 100,000 children in New Jersey have food allergies and the prevalence is rising.  From 1997 to 2002, the number of children with peanut allergies doubled!

Any food can trigger an allergic reaction.  Eight foods account for 90 percent of all food allergies: peanuts, tree nuts (including walnuts and cashews), milk, eggs, fish, shellfish, soy, and wheat.

An allergic reaction is triggered when the immune system mistakenly overreacts to a food that it thinks is a harmful invader.  This overreaction causes symptoms that may appear within seconds to hours after eating a trigger food.  Fortunately, most allergic reactions are mild.  They may cause a runny nose, sneezing, itching skin, hives, and digestive upset.  For those who are severely allergic, exposure to a trigger food may cause life-threatening reactions.  The tongue, lips, or throat may swell so severely that the person cannot breath.  Death will occur without immediate medical help.  Unfortunately, sudden severe allergic reactions (known as anaphylaxis) to food cause 200 deaths annually.  Those that suspect they have a food allergy should seek medical advice promptly.
The only way to prevent reactions is for those with food allergies to avoid trigger foods.  That means reading food packages at home and asking questions when eating out.  It also means that restaurateurs, from those at the corner ice cream stand to high-end fine dining, need to know their menu ingredients and preparation methods.  

The Ask Before You Eat campaign was mandated by the New Jersey legislature in 2005 to help keep residents safe.  The goal is to help everyone—friends, neighbors, and restaurants--understand why it is so important for people with food allergies to avoid trigger foods.
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“When it comes to keeping those with food allergies safe, everyone plays a critical role--even families that don’t have food allergies,” said Dr. Carol Byrd-Bredbenner, a nutrition researcher at Rutgers.  “People sometimes aren’t aware of how serious food allergies can be.  To them, it may seem like an inconvenience to not put peanut butter sandwiches in their children’s lunch, but there are many other nutritious choices—and leaving the peanut butter at home may save a classmate’s life 

Restaurants throughout the state will receive a Know Before You Serve factsheet to help them serve enjoyable and safe meals to customers with food allergies.  Families with and without food allergies can learn more about food allergies and the Ask Before You Eat campaign by visiting www.foodallergy.rutgers.edu.  
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