
Itchy eyes, runny nose,
swelling of the sinuses, swelling
of the throat, breathing difficul-
ties, skin rashes — any of these
unpleasant symptoms may be
experienced by those with aller-
gies to animals when exposed to
irritants (allergens) such as the
normally harmless proteins in a
pet’s saliva or dander.

The rise in blood histamine
levels can cause feelings of irri-
tation and disorientation, as if
the body is swelling from the in-
side with the sensation of being
too big for his/her own skin. In
extreme cases, allergens can
trigger a severe asthmatic at-
tack.

And for the pet (most often
cats, dogs, or horses) there may
be temporary banishment or
worse. It is particularly hard
when the animal predates the
allergy sufferer. An example is
when a child in a pet-owning
family develops allergies or an
allergic in-law joins the family.
See At a Glance for resources
with practical detailed advice.

For sporadic visits from an al-
lergy sufferer to the home of a
friend or family member where
there are pets in the home, here
are some guidelines for both al-
lergy sufferer and animal owner.

For the allergy sufferer:
— If you are going somewhere

where there will be animals, take
an antihistamine about an hour
beforehand. If you wait for

symptoms to develop, the anti-
histamine will likely be much
less effective. A nasal spray may
help. Carry your Epipen if your
allergies are severe.

— Wash your hands fre-
quently, don’t touch your eyes,
and avoid upholstered furniture.

— Let friends know about
your allergies. Make sure they
understand that, although they
can’t feel the irritant themselves,
the problem is very real to you.
Visit with your friends away
from their home whenever pos-
sible, or perhaps by phone.

For the animal owner:

— Take action before your al-
lergy suffering friend arrives to
minimize or eliminate allergens-
this includes thorough airing,
vacuuming, and dusting.

— If possible, restrict your
pets to an area where your guest
will not be exposed. At the very
least keep pets permanently out
of the guest bedroom.

— Unwanted exposure may
also occur at a farm, zoo or 
circus where there are 
animals. Consider an antihista-
mine beforehand, try to stay 
outside and in the open as much
as possible, take drinking 
water to help keep down the
swelling and stay upwind of the
animals. Stay no longer than
necessary and vent or change
your clothes as soon as possible
afterwards.

Allergies do not require the di-
rect presence of animals. Close
proximity to colleagues in of-
fices, meeting rooms, cafeterias,
or any enclosed space can cause
an allergic reaction if these 
colleagues are carrying antigens
from their pets on their 
clothes.

Similarly, an allergic attack
may be triggered in public tran-
sit, movies, concerts, and shows-
anywhere there is “forced
proximity.”

If you work closely with an al-
lergy sufferer, consider changing
your outer clothes (sweater,
jacket) to reduce exposure to
your pet’s dander. If you work
with horses, your clothes will
likely carry a great amount of ir-
ritants.

Editor’s note: Normand Montour is a life-
long allergy sufferer with family and

friends who love animals. Dr. Alice Crook
is the coordinator of the Sir James Dunn

Animal Welfare Centre at the Atlantic Vet-
erinary College and one of the member
groups of the P.E.I. Companion Animal

Welfare Initiative, which also includes the
P.E.I. Humane Society, SpayAid P.E.I., Cat

Action Team, P.E.I., Veterinary Medical As-
sociation, P.E.I. department of agriculture

and forestry, and 4-H. Animal Talk is a
monthly column by CAWI, the goal of

which is to improve the welfare of owned
and unowned companion animals on PEI.

See also gov.pe.ca/agriculture/CAWI.
Readers are invited to send questions re-
lated to the well-being of owned and un-

owned companion animals to
askcawi@gmail.com.

Next Month in Animal Talk: Dogs who
react strongly to other dogs
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Learning to live with allergies to pets

Nothing to sneeze at
■ ANIMAL TALK

MARIE-THÉRÈSE MONTOUR/SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN

Marie-Thérèse Montour and her father, Normand, share a special moment with her dog, Brian. This type of up-close contact is best avoided by people
with allergies to pets.

Dr. Alice Crook and
Normand Montour
Animal Talk

MARIE-THÉRÈSE MONTOUR/SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN

The white horse is Bozo, owned by
Marie-Thérèse Montour. An allergy
sufferer can keep his or her distance
from the horse, but it is important to
know that the rider’s clothes will
carry plenty of allergens as well.

■ Happy endings

ZACK HANCOCK/SPECIAL TO THE GUARDIAN

Natasha and Nathan Gautreau adopted Rowan in 2012 from the P.E.I. Humane Society. Rowan has grown up
to be a handsome family dog in a loving home.

At a Glance
◆ How to Live with Allergies
and Pets http://www.humane-
society.org/animals/resources/t
ips/allergies_pets.html.
◆ Pet Allergies: Making it Work
http://pets.webmd.com/fea-
tures/pets-allergies.
◆ Asthma and Allergy Founda-
tion of America at
www.aafa.org/page/pet-dog-
cat-allergies.aspx.




