
 

We could see thunderstorm asthma in south-
eastern Australia this season—here's how to
prepare
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Victorians have been warned to prepare for the possibility of
thunderstorm asthma again this season.

In temperate regions of Australia, thunderstorm asthma occurs when
levels of grass pollen in the air are high, and when thunderstorm fronts
pass over grass pollen sources. The weather conditions we see with a
thunderstorm, including stormy winds and moisture, can break up pollen
into particles small enough to enter the airways.

Thunderstorm asthma events have been noted all over the world, but the
most severe ever reported was in Melbourne on November 21, 2016. In
one night almost 3,500 people sought emergency care and ten people
died.

While we don't have reason to expect we'll see another emergency at this
scale, a longer than usual grass pollen season suggests a risk of
thunderstorm asthma in southern Australia this year.

At the time of writing, on Monday October 30, west and south
Gippsland was classified as being at high risk of thunderstorm asthma.

So who is at highest risk, and what's the best way to prepare?

A changing climate

In Australia, most thunderstorm asthma events have occurred during the
peak grass pollen season from the end of October through to early
December.

With climate change we're seeing significant increases in seasonal loads
of airborne grass pollen. Pollen production depends partly on rainfall.
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Rain preceding the pollen season generally makes grasses grow more,
driving up airborne grass pollen levels over the season.

Despite this El Niño year, when rainfall is typically lower, paradoxically,
grass pollen levels in Canberra have been high early in the season.

With shifts over time in the distribution of the sorts of grasses that
flower in cool season (temperate) and those that flower in warmer season
(subtropical), grass pollen seasons may continue to change, potentially
extending the timing and magnifying exposure.

However, these patterns aren't necessarily predictable, so we need long-
term, year-round pollen monitoring to track ongoing changes in
Australian grass pollen seasons.

Who is most at risk?

The main risk factor for thunderstorm asthma is hay fever, a condition
usually due to grass pollen allergy. Hay fever is common, affecting as
many as one in five people in Australia and causing symptoms including
an itchy, runny and blocked nose and itchy eyes over the course of the
pollen season.

Asthma is more common in people with hay fever and its symptoms
include cough, wheeze, chest tightness and shortness of breath.
Symptoms of thunderstorm asthma are the same as for other asthma
attacks.

However, many people who develop thunderstorm asthma won't have 
had asthma before.

That said, people with asthma and hay fever are at higher risk of
thunderstorm asthma, particularly if they're not taking asthma preventer
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medication regularly.

Our research indicates that people with hay fever with high levels of
allergic antibodies (allergen-specific IgE) to ryegrass pollen, one of the
most common temperate grasses in the southern regions of Australia, are
particularly at risk of thunderstorm asthma.

How to prepare

People who are affected by hay fever, asthma or both should be
particularly vigilant for thunderstorm asthma warnings.

Thunderstorm asthma alerts are available from the Victorian Department
of Health or the Melbourne Pollen Count and Forecast, and you can
register for alerts in the Wagga Wagga region in New South Wales.
Local grass pollen information is also available for Brisbane, Perth, 
Canberra and Sydney.

If faced with a thunderstorm asthma warning, the first thing to do if you
think you may be susceptible is to stay out of the weather. Remain
indoors with the doors and windows closed, particularly during the
windy period that precedes the actual storm. Don't use air conditioners
that bring air in from outside.

The second thing—and you don't need to wait for a warning to do
this—is to ensure you have a plan to prevent and manage symptoms.
This is something you can work out during a visit with your GP.

People with asthma should have a management plan which will usually
include a prescribed preventer inhaler. It's important to take preventer
medications regularly as prescribed (even if you're feeling well) and have
reliever medication available at all times.
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If you have hay fever, it's similarly important to keep it well-managed.
Regular use of a nasal steroid spray can help control underlying allergy
processes.

Having a plan and treatment on hand is especially important for people
who suffer from both hay fever and asthma.

Knowing the steps of asthma first aid and how to manage an asthma
attack is also important for patients and families. People experiencing 
severe symptoms such as difficulty breathing should call an ambulance
or attend the nearest emergency department.

On a broader scale, we need sustained, standardized pollen monitoring,
forecasting and reporting at daily and seasonal time scales across
Australia to document and predict changes in airborne pollen loads.

Currently, only Victoria has a supported thunderstorm asthma warning
system in place. But New South Wales has also experienced 
thunderstorm asthma events, and outside of temperate regions, grass
pollen exposure is associated with increased asthma presentations. A
thunderstorm asthma event can overwhelm health-care resources,
supporting the need for widespread pollen monitoring and alerts.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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