VA San Diego Healthcare System

Research Service Occupational Health Program

Laboratory Animal Allergies


For all research personnel

Why it’s important:

Up to a quarter of people who are regularly exposed to laboratory animal species develop animal related allergies. All persons who are exposed are at risk, even if you do not have a history of allergies or work directly with animals. The best way to avoid developing animal related allergies is to be aware of the risks and take preventative measures to reduce exposure. If you become allergic to the animals you work with, your job can become quite uncomfortable and even unhealthy.  If you have asthma, allergic conditions (hay fever) or eczema working with animals to which you are allergic can be a significant health risk.
Symptoms:

Symptoms of an allergic reaction can range from irritating such as a runny nose or watery or itchy eyes to severe such as asthma, dermatologic effects or even gastrointestinal (GI) disorders.  

What to watch out for:
· Eyes: Itching; watering; redness; swollen eyelids

· Nose: Itching; runny nose; sneezing bouts

· Skin: Itching, cracked skin; small blisters; rash; swelling & inflammation if scratched

· Lungs: Coughing/wheezing, chest tightness, shortness of breath
· Eye, nasal and most skin symptoms tend to occur during work. Asthma symptoms may not occur until some hours (2-8) after exposure 
· It is important that you notify Employee Health if you experience any of these symptoms! 

How it happens:

People who are exposed to animal allergens can become allergic to the animal species.  Allergens are proteins that are secreted in an animal’s body fluids, dander and excreta. These substances can be aerosolized and remain suspended and float around in the air. These particles can be breathed in or settle on exposed skin or clothing. This is how you can be potentially exposed even if you are not directly working with laboratory animals. Because allergies can develop to any animal species, you may become allergic to the species you work with or any other species that is housed or used in laboratories near your work area.

Allergens are unique in each animal species. A person can be allergic to mice but not rats or cats or dogs. However, it is also possible to be allergic to more than one species. In fact, if you have a history of allergies (animal, plant or other allergen) you are more likely to develop additional allergies than a person without any preexisting allergies. 
Relative Risk:

The Center for Disease Control has reported that the incidence of animal allergies among people who work with animals may be as low as 10% or as high as 30%. This means that most people who work with animals are not allergic to them.  But, this also means that if you are regularly exposed to animals your risk of developing related allergies is as much as three times higher than people without exposure.

Prevention:

Protecting yourself from exposure to animals and animal dander is the best way to prevent animal related allergies. The following practices may help you to reduce your exposure to animals:

· Be considerate of others in the Research Service – keep animal cages properly covered when moving them through common hallways.  Do not touch common items (such as door 
handles) with gloves or unwashed hands.

· Work with animals in a ventilated hood or Biosafety cabinet when possible.

· When not working in a hood, make sure that the room where you’re working with animals is well ventilated.  Contact the Engineering Department if you have any questions about the air handling in your lab.

· Don’t wear your street clothes when working with animals.  Always wear a lab coat or scrubs, or even a disposable gown or jumpsuit.

· Don’t take your lab coat or scrubs home for washing.  Send lab coats and hospital scrubs to the Laundry Service in the basement.

· Always wear gloves when handling small animals.
· Wash your hands frequently and always after handling animals.
· Avoid touching your face when working with animals.
· Keep your work area clean. Bedding, animal waste and dust should be removed from animal use areas promptly.

· Transfer animals into a clean cage before bringing to the laboratory.

· Don’t keep animals in your laboratory for longer than needed, return animals to the vivarium.

· Gentle handling when moving a cage or picking up an animal will reduce startling the animals and minimize the aerosolization of allergens.
Treatment:

If you think you’re allergic to animals you work with or around, notify Employee Health. Allergy symptoms may be controlled by medication or increased measures to reduce exposure. The earlier you report symptoms, the easier it is to prevent allergies from progressing and/or the easier it is to treat/control the symptoms you are experiencing. Employee Health will evaluate your condition and provide you with their recommendations. You should also speak with your own physician about your allergy symptoms.  Some people have such severe symptoms they cannot continue to work with or near animals. If you need personal protective equipment to protect yourself from animal allergens, notify your supervisor and have him/her contact the safety office.

If you choose to decline participation in the Research Service Occupational Health Program you may “opt in” at any time.

For More information: 

· Preventing Asthma in Animal Handlers: http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/animalrt.html
· ILAR Journal V42(1) 2001; Laboratory Animal Allergy: http://dels.nas.edu/ilar/jour_online/42_1/42_1.asp
· Asthma in Animal Handlers, Massachusetts Department of Public Health; http://www.state.ma.us/dph/bhsre/ohsp/sensor/mts0499b.pdf
· Animal Handlers and Allergy; EEOH Connecticut Department of Health: http://www.dph.state.ct.us/Publications/BCH/EEOH/news499.pdf
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