
STORIES BY STEVE BUIST

Forty or 50 years ago, it would
have taken a lot of searching to
find a child with a life-threat-
ening food allergy.

Today, the problem has be-
come prevalent enough that
school boards have had to de-
velop policies to help make
lunch rooms safe for children
who could die from even the
tiniest exposure to a peanut
product.

Across Canada and the United
States, the number of people
with allergies and asthma is
skyrocketing at an alarming
rate.

“This is not an imagined
thing,” said Dr. Judah Denburg,
a McMaster University profes-
sor who specializes in im-
munology.

“There is a true, epidemic in-
crease in the prevalence of al-
lergies.”

Denburg is also scientific di-
rector of Canada’s newly-cre-
ated AllerGen network, part of
the Network of Centres of Ex-
cellence funded by the federal
government.

Based at McMaster, the Aller-
Gen network will draw together
more than 100 researchers from
across the country to increase
understanding of allergies and
move toward better treatments
and prevention.

About one in three Canadians
suffers from some type of aller-
gy, including asthma, and the
rate continues to rise.

One British study showed
that hospital admission rates for
certain types of severe allergic
reactions increased six to seven
times in a 10-year period be-
tween 1990 and 2000.

An American study showed
that the prevalence of children
with peanut allergies doubled in
just the five years between 1997
and 2002.

“We need to understand why
this is happening,” said Den-
burg.

One possible explanation is
that we’ve become too clean.

It’s called the hygiene hy-
pothesis, and while it doesn’t
explain everything neatly, it’s a
good place to start.

The hygiene hypothesis sug-
gests that as Western environ-
ments become cleaner and we
move away from traditional
agricultural roots, our ability to
develop resistance to allergies
has decreased.

There are fewer microbes in
the meat we buy and the milk we
drink and the air we breathe.
While that’s healthy for other
reasons, it may increase a per-
son’s sensitivity to allergies.

From conception through the
first year of life, the natural ten-
dency of the immune system —
“the default setting from the
factory,” in Denburg’s words —
is to be allergic.

“If you’re exposed to infec-
tious agents, dirt or barns or
other types of natural stimula-
tion, that’s good for the immune
system,” said Denburg.

That stimulation lessens the
chance that the immune system
will overreact to intruding par-
ticles.

“Allergies are a kind of over-
reaction,” Denburg added.

Supporting evidence for the
hygiene hypothesis comes from
comparing allergy prevalence to
family size.

The further a child is down
the birth order, the less prone
the child will be to allergies.

“In every study that’s been
done, first-borns have more al-
lergies,” said Denburg.

“If you’re the third or fourth
(born in a family), you’re stimu-
lated much more by your envi-
ronment and by infections
ping-ponging between you and
your brothers and sisters than if
you’re the first-born.”

Other studies have shown
that children who attend day
care are more resistant to aller-
gies.

But these factors alone don’t
explain everything.

Even identical twins, for in-
stance, can differ in their aller-
gy sensitivity, suggesting that
there’s a complex relationship
between genes and the environ-
ment at work.

In fact, no other part of the
body is more attached to the ex-
ternal world. The immune sys-
tem is the link between our in-
side and our outside. 

“The food we eat, the water
we drink and the air we breathe
impinge on our immune system
directly,” said Denburg.

And there may be other links
that are less obvious, such as the
relationship between the im-

mune system and psychological
factors.

It’s known that depressed
people are more susceptible to
illness and infection.

But is the opposite true? Can
you test to see if happy people
have stronger immune systems?

“People are beginning to do
that,” said Denburg. 

“It’s clear that there’s a whole
psycho-neuroimmune connec-
tion,” added Denburg. “We
don’t want to ignore the con-
nection between the brain and

the immune system.”
That’s why the AllerGen net-

work will draw together re-
searchers who may not have an
obvious direct connection, such
as immunologists and brain
imaging specialists.

Researchers can now use so-
phisticated techniques to begin
trying to figure out what are the
precise molecular sequences
that provoke an allergic re-
sponse.

It could lead to treatments
some day that help stimulate

the immune system early in life
to dampen the response, or per-
haps an altered peanut that is
harmless to the child with a food
allergy, or maybe a vaccine that
fights off asthma sensitivity.

“Compared to where we were
even five years ago, we’ve come
leaps and bounds,” said Den-
burg. “We’re in infancy in terms
of delivery, perhaps, but not in-
fancy in terms of ideas.”
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find qualified, skilled 
apprentices &
journeypeople 

using our FREE matching service
• Access our inventory of over 500 apprentices in all four 

skilled trade sectors
• Post apprenticeship/job opportunities online
• Build your workforce to impact your bottom line

...all at no cost to you

Contact: Laura Lennie 
E: hamiltonadmin@apprenticesearch.com   
T: 905.529.4483 ext.224
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PSYCHIC EXPO

March 11-12-13
Hamilton Convention Centre (Downtown)

www.PsychicExpos.com for FREE stuff!
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• Prepayment required
• Private party only
• Does not apply to

Pets or Automotive categories 
• Other restrictions apply

SPEC$ELLS
One item up to $2,000, 

6 days* from$19.25
+GST

cash in.

Sit back
and

When you’re looking for a new job, take a look at The Hamilton Spectator’s
Saturday Careers Section or weekdays in the Classified Section.

... turning to our Classified Section

Allergy boom: Are we too clean?

BY SHARON BOASE

Local papal watchers say the de-
bate over whether Pope John
Paul II should resign his post is a
matter only he can decide —
with some guidance from above.

Hospitalized for the 10th
time during his 26-year papacy,
John Paul’s condition is report-
edly improving as he recovers
from a recent tracheotomy.

Medical experts say the
Parkinson’s disease symptoms
that the 84-year-old Pope suf-
fers from may well create more
breathing crises down the road.

Whatever medical maladies
may befall the pontiff, God is
ultimately in charge, says Mon-
signor Harvey Roach, vicar
general of the Roman Catholic
Diocese of Hamilton.

“When I saw him come all the
way from the airport to down-
town Toronto (in 2002 for
World Youth Day), raising his
hands and blessing people, I
thought ‘He doesn’t do this on
his own,’” says Roach, who is
also pastor at Blessed Sacra-
ment on the east Mountain.

“That rigorous schedule he
keeps, that drive that he has, is
more than just human,” adds
Roach. “The presence of God is
very much with him. I believe he
knows what he is doing and he’ll
do what is best for the church.”

Canon law on the issue would
allow a pope to resign his post.
But only a pope, the church’s
ultimate authority, may make
that decision. A pope last re-
signed in 1294 when Pope Ce-
lestine abdicated after serving
just five months. While there
are other reported cases of re-
tiring popes, Roach says none
has been substantiated as
clearly as Celestine’s.

An argument frequently cited
against papal resignation in-
cludes the theology of “ad per-
sonam,” meaning that becom-
ing pope is not simply assuming
a new role but transforming
one’s identity. It’s more like be-
ing a father than being the chief
executive officer of a multina-
tional corporation. Pope Paul
VI once observed that paternity
cannot be resigned.

Some warn that a resignation
could create division, even a
schism, within the church,
with some faithful remaining
loyal to the old pope. Others ar-
gue that retired bishops in dio-
ceses around the world are
proof that a retired pope
wouldn’t cause division.

“John Paul is trying to model,
to teach by his example, that
even if it is physically difficult,
life is worth living,” says Rev. Dr.
James Peterson, the R. A. Hope
Professor of Theology, Ethics
and Christian World View at
McMaster Divinity College.

Marie Evans Bouclin is co-
ordinator of Women’s Ordina-
tion Worldwide, an interna-
tional organization that pro-
motes the ordination of women
to a renewed priesthood in a
democratic church. The
Catholic Church refuses to or-
dain women.

“I think it’s heroic on his part
to carry on despite his physical
condition but I think it’s time to
‘let go and to let God,’” says
Bouclin. “I worry that there is
no leadership in the church. His
job is to lead, but from my per-
spective, he is no longer capa-
ble. It’s not about lesser dignity,
it’s about being a realist.”

sboase@thespec.com
905-526-2452

Only Pope
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The immune system is the body’s version
of the border police.

What makes the immune system ex-
traordinary is that it carries around a
memory of your body’s transactions
with the outside world.

“It’s like a roving brain,” marvelled Dr.
Judah Denburg, a McMaster University
professor who specializes in immunolo-
gy.

The immune system has two major
functions.

The first is to constantly be on the
lookout for harmful intruders that might
be trying to sneak in, like terrorists at the
border.

“We call that immune surveillance,”
said Denburg. “It’s like policing.”

Immune cells are constantly circulating
through the body, bumping into other
cells, then comparing the nooks and cran-

nies on the surface of those cells to make
sure they match the body’s blueprint.

When a foreign object is found, a series
of events unfolds.

If you picture an intruder — say, a piece
of ragweed pollen or a germ — as a key,
the immune system builds a lock that fits
the key and then stores that lock away in
its memory. Those locks are known as
antibodies.

The next time a key with that same
shape enters the body, the immune sys-
tem remembers that it has a lock that fits
that same shape and starts producing
antibodies in bulk, which get pumped
through the body.

Those floating antibodies are like the
911 call that tells the immune system’s
police officer cells to be on the lookout
for that particular key and then destroy it
on sight.

For many years, that was the conven-
tional thinking in immunology, until
people realized there was a simple ques-
tion that couldn’t be explained: how did
your body know that the invading parti-
cle was foreign in the first place?

Now, researchers believe that your
body’s genes come preprogrammed,
through millions of years of evolution,
with the ability to recognize every possi-
ble key shape that can exist.

It’s as if the immune system already
comes armed with a list of every possible
terrorist suspect already in the database.

Of course, it’s also important that the
response of the immune system to the
intruder matches the scope of the threat.
You don’t want to shoot off a bazooka to
take down a mosquito.

That’s essentially what’s happening
with an allergy.

“If your immune system didn’t devel-
op properly, you may overreact to
things,” said Denburg. “Allergies are a
kind of overreaction.”

Allergic reactions are exhibited in a va-
riety of ways — asthma, for example, is a
form of allergic response in the lungs,
eczema is the response that shows up in
skin, and anaphylaxis is an allergic reac-
tion carried through the bloodstream.

Sometimes, the immune system is out
of whack and the roving police officers
mistakenly think the body’s own cells are
foreign objects and attack them. These
are classified as autoimmune diseases,
which include lupus, rheumatoid arthri-
tis and multiple sclerosis.

Like the epidemic increase in allergies in
the industrialized world, it’s not surpris-
ing the number of people with autoim-
mune diseases has risen dramatically.

Hygiene s a Western byword   b ut it may lower our ability to resist infection

RON POZZER, THE HAMILTON SPECTATOR

McMaster University professor Dr. Judah Denburg says first-borns have more allergies.
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Intruder alert! Allergies are an overreaction to foreign bodies
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