720 News Series: Food for Thought – May 2008

WGN's Andrea Darlas Looks at the Growing Problem of Food Allergies among Children 
(WGN-AM) - Thirty years ago, food allergies were rare. Today, nearly 5,000,000 children in the United States suffer from life-threatening food allergies. In fact, the number of children with peanut allergies alone has doubled in five years, and the numbers continue to grow. WGN's Andrea Darlas takes a look at this growing trend in our 720 News Series: "Food for Thought." 
“This is Bryan, and I’m allergic to eggs and tree nuts.” “This is Daniel, and I’m allergic to milk, tree nuts, shellfish and beef.” Bryan and Daniel Bunning are brothers. Both have severe food allergies. “You have to be precautious and know everything, know every ingredient,” Bryan said. “Because if you don’t do those things, if you miss just a slight detail…” Daniel added. “It’s not like you’ll get the sniffles,” Bryan said. “It could be fatal,” Daniel said. 
The boys’ mother, Denise, found out when she gave Bryan his first taste of formula at six months old. “One sip and his lips blew up, his tongue swelled, his eyes rolled into the back of his head,” Denise said. Denise and her husband, David, quickly found out they were not alone. 
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“Denise started a support group, and the support group quickly grew to 200 families,” David said. That group led to six other groups in the Chicago area and ultimately the Bunning Food Allergy Project, which has already raised more than $15 million for food allergy research. It’s based at Children’s Memorial Hospital in Chicago. 
“The most common food allergies in children would include cow milk, egg, soy, wheat and peanut,” said Dr. Jacqueline Pongracic, who has been the Head of Allergy and Immunology at Children’s for the last nine years. “Over half of my patient population, which is exclusively children, has food allergies.” 
Symptoms of food allergies include itching, swelling of the lips, abdominal cramps, skin rashes and hives, but the most serious is anaphylactic shock. “Anaphylactic shock refers to loss of blood pressure, loss of cardiovascular function,” Dr. Pongracic said. She said the main question everyone wants to know is, “Are we seeing more cases or are we just diagnosing it more?” 
Why the cases of severe food allergies among children has doubled in the past decade has even doctors and allergists scratching their heads. Cindy Buckta has brought her son, Matthew to Children’s Memorial for food testing to see if he has severe allergies. 
“Matthew is having some problems with headaches and stomach aches and other things, and we think it’s related to food,” Cindy said. He had a reaction to some grape soda pop. “I got a headache, I threw-up in the car,” Matthew said. 
Now it’s time to find out what’s wrong with the otherwise outgoing 6-year-old, who has become introverted both at school and on the playground. Allergist Dr. Rachel Story has been assigned to treat Matthew. She determines he’s allergic to mold and cat and dog hair. He’s free to leave without a breathing treatment, at least for the time being. 
But why are food allergies increasing at such an alarming rate? The answer could be what allergists like Pongracic call the hygiene hypothesis. 
“We’re more of a germ-free society than we used to be,” Pongracic said. “That might be causing our immune systems to start to attack or respond to other kinds of triggers, since it doesn’t have as many pathogens or bacteria or viruses.” 
Deerfield mother Jessica Goldman has a 14-month-old son with food allergies and has to teach her other children to be careful around him. “I just care about him living,” Goldman said. “He can stop breathing, and I think we all have to understand that.” She wants to see new food policies for school cafeterias. “This is a life and death issue, and that’s why it is black and white, and there is no gray area.” School administrators and lawmakers seem to be getting the message. 
There could soon be new food guidelines in school cafeterias in Illinois to help students who have life threatening food allergies. In the meantime, allergists continue to search for a cure.  
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A bill authorizing state guidelines for school cafeterias recently passed a House committee in Springfield. Twenty voted yes, none voted no. 
As it stands right now in Illinois: “As far as a ban on food because it may be a potential allergen to some students, that is not a statewide policy, it’s a local decision,” said Matt Vanover, with the State Board of Education. But North Shore Congressman Mark Kirk is hoping lawmakers implement policies in schools addressing food-allergic students. 
“This goes way beyond peanut allergies,” Kirk said. “And it can impair or even threaten the life of a child in a school.” Kirk wants more money for research. “And we would like to give recourse to parents if a school district is insensitive,” Kirk said. 
As far as progress goes, “Our hope for the future, of course, is a cure,” said Denise Bunning, co-founder of the Food Allergy Project based at Children’s Memorial Hospital in Chicago. While there is no cure yet, Dr. Jacqueline Pongracic says Children’s has just started a new study into food allergies. 
“Our goal is to enroll a thousand families,” Dr. Pongracic said. “We’re approaching the 600 mark.” They’ll be looking at genetic factors and prenatal screening. 
“We may have the opportunity to identify babies, before they’re delivered, who may be at risk for this,” Dr. Pongracic said. Researchers at the Food Allergy Project are confident they will find a vaccine for major food allergies within a decade, if their research receives significant funding. 

Listen: Part one of the series 

Listen: Part two of the series 

Listen: Part three of the series 

Links: 

The Food Allergy Project 

MOCHA (Mothers of Children Having Allergies) 

The Food Allergy Initiative 

POCHA (Parents of Children Having Allergies) 

The Food Allergy and Anaphylaxis Network 

Childrens Memorial Hospital 

The National Institutes of Health Food Allergy Web Site 

The Food and Drug Administration's Food Allergy Web Site 

The Mayo Clinic's Food Allergy Web Site 

The American Academy of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology
