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Mothers on the Front Lines of Preventing Food Allergic Reactions
New Brunswick, NJ--What is it like for a mother to first find out that her child suffers from sudden severe allergic reactions?

“In a word, "devastating," says Susan B. DiAnthony, group leader of the Food Allergy & Asthma Support Group of North Jersey. “Your life changes forever, in an instant.”

Food allergies are a common, serious—and sometimes fatal--problem.  Almost 11 million Americans have food allergies.  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!

"The worse fear a mother can have is losing her child,” said DiAnthony. “That fear grows exponentially when an actual threat exists and that threat is a miniscule amount of something as common as peanuts or milk.  Many of us find out 'the hard way' about our child's allergy - through a life-threatening emergency.”  

DiAnthony recommends education as a defense against food allergies. “Even though living with food allergies can be scary and frustrating; knowledge is power,” she said. “Learn as much as you can and get the resources and support you need to get you through, including the best physicians that can equip you with the information and help you need to get through life in the most normal way possible. Don't be afraid to ask questions.  You can do this.”

Educating the public about the problem of food allergies will also help parents to cope with this problem. The New Jersey legislature mandated a public information campaign on the topic in 2005. The campaign, Ask Before You Eat, is designed to help ensure the safety of children—and adults—who suffer from food allergies. “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,” said Dr. Carol Byrd-Bredbenner, a nutrition researcher at Rutgers and leader of the Rutgers team that designed the campaign.  

 “When it comes to keeping those with food allergies safe, everyone plays a critical role--even parents whose children don’t have food allergies,” said Bredbenner. “To these families, 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.” 

“Fewer people will suffer from the serious effects of food allergies when more people understand that any food can trigger an allergic reaction,” said Byrd-Bredbenner.  “Eight foods account for 90 percent of all food allergies: peanuts, tree nuts (including walnuts and cashews), milk, eggs, fish, shellfish, soy, and wheat.”  
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It is not known why some children develop allergies, but recent studies have shown that mothers-to-be can help prevent or delay the onset of food allergies in their child by avoiding peanuts and tree nuts during their last three months of pregnancy. The American Academy of Pediatrics reports that pregnant women can affect the onset of food allergies in their unborn children. The report advised pregnant women to:

· Avoid eating highly allergenic foods like peanuts while breastfeeding.

· Feed babies only breast milk or infant formula until they are at least six months old.

· Wait to feed babies milk and milk products until after their first birthday.

· Hold off on serving babies egg whites until after they are two years old.

· Keep diets free of peanuts, tree nuts, fish, and shellfish until children are at least three years old.

“These guidelines are especially important for families with a history of any type of allergy,” said Byrd-Bredbenner. “However, the cause of food allergies is unknown, and could occur in anyone at any time. All parents should be aware of the symptoms and be prepared to take action if their children display any of the signs of having developed a food allergy.”

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 breathe.  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.
Once a child has developed a food allergy, the only way to prevent reactions is for the child to avoid trigger foods.  “Yes, your life becomes one of constant vigilance - reading ingredient labels, understanding food processing and cross-contamination, inquiring of manufacturers, asking food handlers and restaurateurs, planning with schools, carrying rescue medication,” said DiAnthony. “But even more - it changes the lens through which you view your world and all of your relationships within it."  

The Ask Before You Eat campaign focuses on restaurateurs as well as on moms, dads, and other child caregivers. “From those at the corner ice cream stand to high-end fine dining, restaurateurs need to know their menu ingredients and preparation methods,” said Byrd-Bredbenner. “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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