Allergic Rhinitis

Allergic rhinitis is a common disease in
both adults and children and Hong Kong
has one of the highest rates of allergic
rhinitis, with up to 30% of the Hong
Kong population affected.

Allergic rhinitis is a condition where a hypersensitivity of nasal
mucosa, the lining of the nose, is caused by an allergic reaction to
allergens in the environment.

Other tissues that can be affected are the skin and the lining
of the lungs. The commonest allergens are certain proteins or
glycoproteins, such as domestic dust mites, moulds, pollens and
animal skin cells that can be found in offices, homes and outdoors.

Patients show symptoms such as nasal obstruction, sneezing,
nasal irritation, an excessive discharge of nasal mucous, lessened
sensitivity to odours, and itchy and watery eyes. On examination,
the lining of the nose and the internal structures show changes
in appearance. Polyps may also be present that can cause nasal
blockage and decrease the sense of smell. Sufferers can opt for
medical or surgical treatment to relieve such symptoms.

Great impact on sleep quality and producti

Symptoms of allergic rhinitis can impact on work, schooling, sleep
quality and leisure activities. It is estimated the economic impact and
work productivity lost amounted to US$2.4 and $4.6 billion dollars
annually in the US.

Some sufferers have a strong family history of conditions such
as allergic rhinitis, eczema and asthma. If both parents have the
conditions, their children are more likely to develop allergic rhinitis.

Allergic rhinitis can be seasonal, in patients who are sensitive to
allergens, such as pollens, trees and grass. Those susceptible to
animals, moulds and dust mites may have symptoms all year round.

Skin prick test or IgE measurement to
determine allergens

Medical tests can help find out the root of the allergic problem.
Allergic rhinitis, in general, can be investigated by either a skin prick
test or measurement of the Immunoglobulin E (IgE) to specific
allergens. IgE refers to a class of the body's antibody mainly present
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in the skin and mucous membranes that can cause allergies when
combined with allergens. Common substances such as domestic
dust mites, moulds, pollens and animal epithelia (skin) are used to
identify the allergens. When conducting a skin prick test, an allergen
is placed on the inner side of the forearm, if the patient is allergic, a
flare up reaction will show at the site within 20 minutes.

Washing out the nose with a saline solution is found to be effective
in removing the antigen and mucous in the nasal cavities, and
decrease the symptoms of allergic rhinitis and sinusitis.

Medication, such as antihistamine, which selectively blocks histamine
receptors, causes minimal or no drowsiness and can be taken as a
tablet once a day.

Avoidance of the precipitating allergen (e.g. pollen) is helpful, but not
always possible, however conditions can be lessened with a choice
of several treatment options:

Topical steroid sprays and drops are now considered to be the
cornerstone in the treatment of rhinitis. They are safe and effective,
staying in the nose and not entering the blood circulation.

Patients who are sensitive to one or two allergens may be
recommended a method of desensitisation which involves taking
a small amount of the proven allergen in a purified form under the
tongue, in the hope that antibodies will be produced.

When nasal obstruction is bothersome or unresponsive to medical
treatment, surgery with the aid of a telescope to remove the
turbinates (bony structures within the nose) and to straighten the
nasal septum may be recommended. This endoscopic turbinate
surgery has a very high success rate in relieving blocked nose due to
enlarged turbinates.
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