Facts

· Food allergy affects an estimated 2-2½% of the population

· Most severe food allergy sufferers also have asthma
· The most common food allergies are milk, eggs, peanuts
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Food Allergy
Eight foods account for 90% of food allergies, but nuts have been the focus of attention 

What are the real issues surrounding the management of food allergies?
Overview

Food allergies affect approximately 2% of the population.  While not a new condition, food allergies caused by peanuts and tree nuts have been the subject of considerable media attention.  Is there a sudden rise in the number of sufferers, or is the condition now better identified?  Clearly, there are no simple answers and food allergies are about more than just nuts – it is a much larger issue encompassing a variety of wholesome, nutritious foods.

Is excluding a food or a ban the only answer? A more balanced approach is to focus on how to responsibly help people manage their allergies without denying these foods to others.   Education and awareness are major factors in avoiding serious food allergy reactions.  Following is an overview of industry approaches to several key issues, and an indication of what actions are being taken to address consumer concerns. 

School Bans

Of course, any parent of a child with a severe food allergy is concerned about controlling the away-from-home environment.  In a number of cases, parents have persuaded schools to ban foods such as peanuts and peanut products.  Bans, however, result in a false sense of security and pit parent against parent.  Education – for both children and school personnel – is crucial in understanding how to manage food allergies.  Among the strategies that have been implemented by a number of schools as an alternative to bans are: 

1 Meetings among parents, teachers and food service personnel to discuss the specific allergy requirements.

2 Establishment of non-food allergen tables and “no-swapping” lunch policies.

3 Staff training in the administration of epinephrine (adrenaline) injections. 

Industry Initiatives and Research

The food industry takes a very serious view of allergies.  Among the efforts which have been undertaken:

· Labeling initiatives are underway to clearly advise consumers of the ingredients used in food items.

· Good manufacturing practices and internal audit procedures, which focus on allergy concerns have been developed; where possible, a number of processors are evaluating alternatives such as dedicated lines to minimize cross-contact situations.

· In-house training programs have been adopted by a number of manufacturers. 

In addition to these individual efforts, a number of industries are working together in support of consumer education initiatives, as well as research.  One of the most promising areas is research into the isolation of proteins and the development of a vaccine, which would inhibit the allergic response. 

Unfortunately, it may take several years before such treatment is available.  Until then, the industry will continue to focus on education to assist consumers in managing their food allergy conditions.

Frequently Asked Questions & Answers

Q:
What is a food allergy? 

A:
A food allergy is any reaction to an otherwise harmless food or food component that involves the body’s immune system.  A reaction occurs when the body’s immune system responds abnormally to the protein or proteins in that particular food.  The body reacts by flooding the system with histamines and other chemicals to fight off what is perceived as an invader in the body. 

Q:
Do many people suffer from food allergies? 

A:
While many people believe they have a food allergy, it may only be a sensitivity or  intolerance which does not involve the immune system.  True food allergies are estimated to affect 2-2½% of the total population. 

Q:
What are the most common foods which cause allergies?
A:
Common foods that are associated with food allergy are milk, eggs, peanuts (legumes), tree nuts, fish, shellfish, wheat and soy. 

Q:
Are peanuts more allergenic than tree nuts? 

A:
A prevalency study done by the Food Allergy Network indicated 1.1% of sufferers reacted to peanuts and tree nuts, with equal distribution (0.6% to peanuts, 0.5% to tree nuts).  The only data regarding differences in reaction among tree nuts is anecdotal.

Q:
Can anyone develop a food allergy?

A:
Although anyone can develop a food allergy, the tendency toward allergic reactions is largely inherited.  Where there is a history of atopic disorders (such as asthma or eczema) or other allergies, children may have two to four times the likelihood of developing an allergy as compared to children from families without allergic parents.   In these situations, it is generally recommended that allergenic foods be withheld from children’s diets until approximately 3 years of age.  There is no definitive research concerning the effects of consuming nuts during pregnancy. 

Q:
What are the symptoms associated with food allergy? 

A:
Symptoms can vary from mild to quite severe.  They may include hives; swelling of the tongue, lips, and throat; difficulty breathing; abdominal cramping; diarrhea, vomiting or a drop in blood pressure.  A small proportion of susceptible sufferers may experience severe and potentially fatal anaphylactic shock.  Anaphylaxis is rare, but can be fatal if not treated immediately.  It can be caused by foods, insect stings, medications and latex.
Q:
Are allergies life-long?

A:
Children commonly outgrow food allergies.  However, allergies to peanuts, tree nuts, fish and shellfish are usually life-long. 

Q:
Should refined oil be avoided?

A:
The process of refining oil removes the protein which would trigger an allergic reaction.    When oil is highly refined or hydrogenated, it should pose no problem for allergy sufferers.  However, nut oils which are cold pressed to retain their flavor or oil that has been used to cook peanuts or tree nuts do contain protein and therefore should be avoided. 

Q:
Is there a cure for food allergy? 

A:
No, there is no cure.  The only certain way to prevent a reaction is avoidance -- there is no treatment to prevent a food allergy.   However, with proper management, awareness, and education, most reactions to food allergens can be avoided.

Individuals with a food allergy must read all food labels and ask questions about foods prepared away from the home (such as in school or a restaurant).  In the day care or school setting, parents of a child with a food allergy should educate teachers and school staff to be prepared to recognize and treat severe allergic reactions immediately, and to seek first aid.

In consultation with their physicians, individuals who suffer from severe allergic reactions should wear identification such as a “Medic Alert” bracelet and always carry appropriate medication such as self-injectable epinephrine (adrenaline).

Q:
Are there organizations or web sites I can contact for additional information: 

A:
Yes.  A number of U.S. and European organizations have web sites and general information available for food allergy sufferers: 

American Academy of Allergy, Asthma & Immunology (AAAAI)
611 East Wells Street

Milwaukee, WI  53202   USA

Web: www.aaaai.org
The Anaphylaxis Campaign

P.O. Box 149

Fleet

Hampshire GU13 0FA  UK

Web: www.anaphylaxis.org.uk
British Allergy Foundation (BAF)

Deepdene House

30 Bellgrove Road

Welling, Kent  DA16 3PY  UK

Web: www.allergyfoundation.com
Food Allergy Network (FAN)

10400 Eaton Place, #107

Fairfax, Virginia  22030  USA

Tel: (+1-800) 929-4040

Web: www.foodallergy.org
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