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What is a dust mite?  

Other than to each other perhaps, dust mites are ugly!  The good news is that they are too small to see with the naked eye.  The bad news is: they are there anyway.   If you were to stick eight little legs on a clear jellybean, you would get a good resemblance.  There may be millions in your mattress (mites, not jellybeans).   Having eight legs instead of six makes them more closely related to spiders than insects.  There are two main species of these Dermatophagoides, abbreviated as Df and Dp.  No need to try to spell them.  
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Photo.  The mite at the top was scurrying across the screen to the right.  The two lower ones were starting to dry and shrivel up from the heat of the light.

How do they live?

The name, dust mites, is a misnomer, since they do not really live in dust.  (More about dust later.)  They live in materials such as carpets, upholstered furniture, mattresses, blankets and pillows.  They live inside the materials and come up to the surface to feed.  They eat our skin, but fortunately, wait for us to shed it first.  But it gets worse – they eat their fecal pellets!  Not the most appetizing food storage technique.  This is also one of the main parts we are allergic to.  

They don’t drink water, but get their fluid from the air.  When the air gets dry, they become dormant.  When the air get humid, they become active and happy: while we are not.  In the Eastern US, they are a problem in Summer, which is humid.  Except for high mountain and desert regions, dust mites are a product of civilization, since they like the same conditions we do.  They are not a result of poor housekeeping!  Some scientists speculate that they may have gotten worse with the widespread use of wall-to-wall carpeting, and central heating.  It is also tempting to speculate that the recent worsening of allergies and asthma in children may be related to the increased time that kids spend watching TV, sitting on the carpet or sofa, rather than being outside playing.  

It is now clear why dust mites are worse in humid climates.  However, they don’t care what the weather is like outside, but only inside the house.  For example, when it is cold and foggy outside, we turn up the heat, which dries the inside air.  When it is hot and humid outside, the air conditioner dries the air.  While nobody has studied dust mites in the Sacramento valley, they appear to be worse in early Spring and Fall when we open the windows to let in that cool damp night air.   Dust mites also thrive with an evaporative cooler or a humidifier.    

What can I do about dust mites?

While dust mites can’t be eliminated, they can be controlled.  A de-humidifier is rarely needed in Sacramento.  Using bathroom and kitchen vents should be enough.  A simple humidity gauge may be helpful.  Try to keep the humidity less than 50%.  If it is less than 40%, it can be uncomfortable to mucous membranes, such as the nose and trigger nosebleeds.  Next we need to focus on dust mite control, not dust control.  If we put our energy where it counts it does not have to be an overwhelming job.  How much time do you spend on the floor, the sofa, or the bed?  If your child with mite allergies spends many hours a day on the floor, it may be worthwhile to get rid of the carpeting.  No matter how much money you spend on a vacuum cleaner, it will not get rid of the mites (unless it rips out the carpet!).  Save your money on the mite powders and sprays.  If you spend a few hours on the upholstered sofa or recliner, consider this an excuse to replace it with vinyl, Naugahyde, rattan, or leather.  

The bed is where we need to focus our mite control efforts.  This is where we spend an average eight hours per night with our face in the pillow and mattress.  The first step is covers for the mattress and pillows. The cover is a barrier that the mites can’t penetrate.  These covers don’t get rid of mites, but trap them in the mattress and pillows, so they can’t get into your bedding easily. They range from vinyl (like used for bed wetting) to high tech breathable materials like Gore-Tex.  Of course there is also a wide range in prices.  Except for young children, and box springs, the vinyl is not the best choice.  ALL the rest of the bedding gets washed in hot water (at least 140 degrees F).  This includes comforters and stuffed animals.  The heat kills them and the water washes them out.  Just as MacAurther said, “I shall return”, and Arnold, the Terminator, said, “I’ll be back”, so will the dust mites.  However, with the mite covers in place, it will take days to weeks, rather than hours.   Frequent (every one to two weeks) hot water laundry will prevent significant levels of mites from getting established.  We don’t know how often the covers should be replaced.  

Anything else I can do?

A different trick for mite control is the electric blanket.  You don’t need to turn it on high to cook the little critters, but leave it on low.  By slightly increasing the temperature of the bedding, we can decrease the relative humidity, which effectively dries the air and can totally ruin a dust mite’s day.  In Summer, turn it off at night, and in Winter, turn it up.  With the electric blanket there isn’t nearly as much bedding to wash, and it probably doesn’t need to be done as often.  I don’t know how often to clean the electric blanket.  To date, there are no studies proving any health problems from electromagnetic influence.  

One last trick for teddy bears:  The freezer!  Limit stuffed animals to one (or two), which is washable.  Rather than washing it every week, which would quickly destroy it, try putting it in the freezer for several hours once or twice a week.  A mite wash once a month may then be enough to control the mite population.  

But I sneeze when I’m exposed to dust, isn’t that an allergy?  

Maybe so, maybe not.  It all depends on what kind of dust it is.  Dust is just fine particles from lint, animal dander, insect parts, ash, sand, dirt, or many other things.  While some of these particles are “allergenic” (able to trigger an allergic reaction), many are not.  Instead they trigger a non-specific reaction, which can feel the same as an allergic reaction.  Remember that the nose is not just a decoration on the front of your face.  One of its jobs is to filter the air you breathe, to remove dust, dirt, grit, irritants, fumes, smoke, and infectious materials.  (Other jobs include the sense of smell, and temperature and humidity control of the air you breathe.)  When exposed to large amounts of dust, your poor nose has to work hard.  Unfortunately, we don’t like the symptoms of a working-hard nose, and much prefer lazy noses.  Consider the allergic reaction as an exaggerated normal, protective response, and that the occasional sniffle or sneeze is just the nose doing its job.    
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