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Springtime in Sacramento provides a wonderful display of nature with warm sunny weather and beautiful blooms on flower and trees - unless you are an allergy sufferer.  Hayfever is the classic diagnosis of a clear runny nose, congestion, itch, sneeze, and itchy watery eyes. Itching of the mouth and ear are also common problems, as are poor sleep, fatigue and tiredness.  Cough, wheeze and shortness of breath, common symptoms of asthma, are often associated with hayfever.  People who don’t have allergies don’t understand how miserable you can feel.

Are other Months and Seasons Bad for Allergies?

Spring is by far our worst season for pollen allergies.  Summer allergies are mild, but many people are bothered by the air quality, and Fall is worse again, but nothing like spring.   Molds are present all year, indoors and outdoors, but worsen with dampness.  Dust mites are indoors, and worsen with humidity.   April and May are our worst months, with pollen allergies starting to get severe in March and better in June.  An ancient allergy treatment practiced by the Aztec medicine men was the rain dance.  We experienced this remedy in the spring of 1995 and again in 1998 with rain almost every week.  As the pollen levels built up, the rain washed it out of the air like a giant flush.  It can take several days for the pollen levels to build up again.  Windy weather can be devastating for allergy sufferers since not only are the pollens and mold levels “supercharged”, but there is a tremendous amount of dirt, or grit in the air.  Even people without allergies can have allergy-like problems with windy weather.  
Why Are Allergies So Bad During the Spring?

Hayfever is a misnomer; being neither hay  nor fever.  Indeed, fever is not part of hayfever.  Pollens are major triggers, particularly in our valley. Grass pollens are the main culprits.  Our long, temperate rainy season encourages the luxuriant growth of grass, followed by warm, dry weather.  This encourages the release of thousands of microscopic pollen grains from each grass sprout.  These pollen grains remain airborne for long periods of time, particulalurly in our valley where we don’t get much rain in spring.  Rain flushes pollen from the air.  Our trees, which offer wonderful shade in the heat of summer, also add to our springtime misery.  Almost any kind of tree, from pines to palms, will grow in our valley.  Many people weren’t even aware they had allergies until they moved here. 

What am I  Allergic to?

In the spring, when we start sneezing as we look at and smell the beautiful flowers, it is easy to blame them.  Wrong!  Allergenic pollens are tiny, lightweight particles spread from plant to plant by the wind.  Tremendous numbers of these pollens are produced by each plant to improve the odds of successful pollination of other plants. Most plants that are pollinated by the wind produce pollen grains which are so small that they are  invisible to the naked eye.  A few wind-pollinated plants, such as pine trees produce large, visible pollens.  The white fluff from the cottonwood tree we see floating in the air in May as we sneeze, is not pollen, but seeds.  The tree finished pollinating months ago, and just happens to release it’s seeds when the grass pollens are at their highest levels – and it is breezy. 

     Although beautiful, fragrant flowers are nice to behold, they are not made for our enjoyment.  Their role is to attract insects and birds that transport the pollen to the other plants.  These pollens need to be large and sticky so they will stick to the insects.  Only small numbers are needed, and any pollen which is released, quickly falls to the ground.  Considering this information, it is easy to see why bee pollen has never been shown to be better than a placebo in allergy treatment.  Interestingly, many people feel improvement after taking placebos, even for hayfever symptoms.

What are my options for treating Allergies?

There are many treatments for allergies, depending on the severity, complications, and duration of symptoms.  Lifestyles and personal preferences also play a role.  One of the main treatments is pollen avoidance.  You shouldn’t have to stay indoors all spring and be a hermit, but by keeping the windows shut during the peak allergy season you can enjoy your outdoor time, and keep your home a safe refuge.  A quick rinse in the shower and  a change of clothes will prevent bringing the pollen inside with you.  Saline (salt water) sprays in the nose can also help, without the use of any drugs.   During allergy season, an evening shower can also help.  

Will Over-the-Counter Medicines Help?

Over-the-counter (OTC) medicines can be helpful for all but the most severe allergy sufferers.  The two types are: antihistamines and decongestants.  They are very different from each other in both effect and in the side effects.  Antihistamines are helpful for symptoms such as a runny nose, itching and sneezing.  The main side effect is drowsiness.   Chlorpheniramine is one of the better ones.  These drugs can interfere with your ability to drive safely, so should be avoided in the daytime.  Claritin®, and generic versions, such as Alavert® and loratidine , are non-sedating when used at the recommended doses.  Unfortunately, they take about three hours to work.  
Decongestants, as the name implies, treat congestion.  Their main side effects are stimulant effects, which can interfere with sleep and increase blood pressure.  If you are one of the fortunate ones, a combination of an antihistamine and a decongestant will treat all of your hayfever symptoms.  If you are really lucky, the side effects will balance each other so you will not be sleepy or hyper.  These drugs should be used with extreme caution in people with heart problems, or sleep disturbances.   If you have concerns about these drugs, ask your pharmacist, or doctor.  

What if I don’t tolerate the

Over-the-Counter Medicines?

Many prescription antihistamines are non-sedating.  The drowsiness from these medicines is the same as a placebo (some people are even put to sleep by sugar pills!).  None of them are clearly superior to the others.  Indeed they are no more effective than the OTC antihistamines, just better tolerated. Like all of the antihistamines, these work much better if taken prior to the allergen exposure.  For mild allergies they are helpful on an “as needed” basis.   When a non-sedating antihistamine is needed on an “as needed basis”, the most appropriate choice is Allegra®, possibly Clarinex®, because of their rapid onset of action.   Some antihistamines, either by mouth (Zyrtrec®) or nasal spray (Astelin®) may be slightly sedating.  In a few people there may be concern regarding driving, or functioning at school or work if these are taken in the daytime, limiting their usefulness as an “as needed” medicine.  

What if the Antihistamines

Don’t Work Well Enough?

The next step in allergy treatment is “cortisone-type” of nose sprays.  They are the opposite of the old-fashioned decongestant OTC nose sprays that are taken only if needed.  Instead, they are taken every day during the entire allergy season.  They don’t work on a “once in a while” basis.  When taken everyday, these “cortisone-type” sprays are extremely powerful (and safe).  They don’t make you hyper or slAeepy.  Occasionally, there can be some mild nasal irritation that often improves after prolonged use.  They should be considered if the allergy pills don’t work, are not tolerated, or even if they do work, but are needed everyday.  When a nasal steroid is needed the  most appropriate choices would be Rhinocort aqua®,  Nasacort Aq®, Nasonex®, or Flonase®.  The latter two are newer generation medicines, but contain a preservative which some people find irritating because of the fragrance.  Once you have done great for a week or two, try decreasing the dose from two sprays once a day to two sprays per day.    
I have a  friend who gets an allergy shot once a year!

Beware of the once-a-year “allergy shot.”  It is a long-acting, high-dose corticosteroid preparation with the power and effectiveness of cortisone, AND ALL of the risk.  This risk is not necessary for hay fever since there are other effective treatments, which are extremely safe.  Even for asthma, this is rarely needed.  Russian Roulette anyone?

What Are Allergy Shots?

Allergy shots (immunotherapy) are reserved for people with the most severe symptoms, intolerance of the medicines, or outdoor lifestyles.  Depending on your allergy, they can be even more effective than nasal sprays. However, they involve considerable work and commitment.  Patients initially receive injections frequently (usually once a week).  At first, small amounts of the allergen are given, then we build up to a large dose over several months.  After this, the shots are given monthly all year round for at least five years.  Perhaps some day an effective oral preparation will be available, but researchers have been trying to develop this for over eighty years without much success.  We know that when huge amounts (pounds!) of pollen were given orally, a slight improvement over placebo was seen.  Allergy shots have been an effective allergy treatment for almost a century.

With a combination of avoidance measures and medicines, it is possible to enjoy Springtime in the Sacramento Valley.  Take time to stop and smell the flowers!

