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What is the best way to manage cat allergy?

By far the most effective way to avoid cats is to get rid of them, but even that isn’t 100 percent.  If you removed your cat today, it would take six months for the level of cat in your home to reach minimal levels, since cat allergen degrades slowly over time.  Fortunately, cat may be removed more quickly by using a damp mop, and wet vacuum carpet cleaner.  Good news; cat allergen is very water-soluble.  

WHAT PART OF THE CAT AM I ALLERGIC TO?  

Cat spit!  The main cat allergen (called Fel d1) is the protein in cat saliva.  When they groom themselves, they spread it all over their fur.  Allergen is also in their dander.  Bad news; cat allergen is very small.  

WHY IS CAT ALLERGY SO BAD?  

The biggest problem with cat allergen isn’t the large amounts that are produced, but the small size.  The small particles are very buoyant and remain airborne for long periods of time.  These particles remain in the air where we can breathe them, unlike dust mite particles, which are heavy and settle quickly (in about 30 minutes).  More good news; air filters can help (at least a little).  The fine particles also penetrate deeply into fabrics such as carpet, upholstered furniture, and bedding, where they are hard to remove.  Finally, these particles are so small that they can penetrate deeply into the sinuses, and the smaller airways of asthmatics.  

Even if you don’t have a cat, you cannot completely avoid them.  They (or their allergens) are carried on their owner’s clothing and can be spread to classmates and coworkers.

But the cat is part of the FAMILY; do I have to get rid of it?

If you or family members with cat allergy have significant asthma or serious sinus problems, the answer is a resounding: YES!  The more serious the allergy problem, the more important the cat avoidance.  

WHAT CAN I TRY BESIDES GETTING RID OF THE CAT?  

With relatively mild, uncomplicated allergies, it is not unreasonable to try cat removal measures, which are not so drastic.  However, bear in mind that continued exposure might lead to worsening allergies.  

1. Make it a completely outdoor cat.  

2. Keep it outdoors, but allow it in for feeding, possibly at night, but limit it to small areas without furniture or carpeting.  

3. Allow it indoors but off furniture.  

4. As an absolute minimum, it stays out of the bedroom, and is never on the bed.  

WHAT ELSE CAN I DO TO AVOID CAT?

· Frequent bathing of the cat.  Once every week or two may be enough.  A plain water rinse should be enough since cat allergen is very water-soluble.  (This may also help the cat want to leave the house!)  It is not clear whether a damp cloth will help cat allergy significantly, but it will help if pets bring in pollens from the outside.  

· Frequent bathing of the patient.  Rinse after handling the cat.  Shower before bed to remove cat from yourself before bed.  This only works if the cat is never in the bedroom.  

· Try a HEPA filter in the room where the cat spends most of its time, but be aware that no filter can keep up with even one cat.  Consider a HEPA filter in the bedroom.  

· Use a good filter in the central air duct return.  Pleated fine particle filters or electrostatic filters help to keep the fine airborne cat particles from spreading through the whole house through the central heat/air system.  Disposable fiberglass filters may catch some cat hair, but not the allergen.  

· Get rid of carpeting.  Vacuum cleaners do not do a good job of removing cat from carpet, no matter how expensive.  Clean hard surfaces with a damp mop.  

BUT I DON’T NOTICE ANY SYMPTOMS FROM MY CAT

That doesn’t necessarily mean that you don’t have allergies.  When we are exposed to allergens intermittently, we usually have dramatic symptoms.  There is sudden onset over a period of seconds to minutes and often progression over the next several hours.  These acute episodes are called allergy attacks.  When exposed to an allergen every day, the “attacks” fade and become low-grade chronic “crud”; often called “sinus”.  Having allergies daily also increases the risk of allergy-related problem such as asthma, mouth breathing (possibly snoring), and infections involving ears, sinuses and lungs.  

BUT MY GRANDMOTHER HAS A CAT!  

Going to visit family members, and friends with pets is a tough problem.  Again, we must consider the seriousness of the allergy symptoms.  With severe allergies, or complications – STAY AWAY!  With minor allergies have your visit outside.  Try pre-treating with an antihistamine (preferably non-sedating), an hour or so before you go.  You may also pre-treat with your nasal corticosteroid spray a day or two before the visit.  If your symptoms start, leave immediately, and as soon as possible do a rinse in the shower, and change your clothes.

WHAT ABOUT THE BENEFITS OF HAVING A CAT?  

Granted, cats can be beneficial.  They can be companions, and appreciate us, even when we are too tired to care.  Some studies show a benefit in depression and stress management.  We are all aware of their important role in pest control, such as rodents (and snakes).  Interestingly, they may also help some allergies.  Cockroach allergy sufferers may also benefit since cats, being nocturnal hunters (even indoors), help to control cockroaches.

WHAT ABOUT SHOTS FOR CAT ALLERGY?  

The most effective shot for cat allergy is to shoot the cat!   However, we don’t usually recommend such drastic measures.  Allergy shots are not a drug, but are an injection of cat allergen.  This means you get an injection of the material you are allergic to.  Allergy shots for cat now work quite effectively, but are not without risk.  This creates an ethical concern.  Although both allergy shots and getting rid of the cat are both very effective, only one of these treatments is completely safe.  Allergy shots are also a great deal of work, and involve many years of commitment (at least five years).  

Before starting allergy shots, especially for cat, it is important to first try avoidance measures, and medicines.  Many newer allergy medicines are so powerful, and safe that most people don’t need to start shots any more.  
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