Letter to the Editor

Child-care center sandpits: A source of cat
allergen (Fel d 1)

To the Editor:

The major cat allergen, Fel d 1, is distributed ubiqui-
tously in the environment. Although most exposures of
interest are in the home environment, it is also recognized
that child-care centers are an important source of expo-
sure to Fel d 1. For example, in a recent study in North
Carolina, detectable levels of Fel d 1 were commonly
found in indoor areas of children’s day-care facilities."

A feature of many child-care centers is a sandpit for
young children to play in. We hypothesized that sandpits
are a source of Fel d 1, either through transfer of Fel d
1 from children’s clothing, a known source of Fel d 1,2 or
from cats straying inadvertently into sandpits. Thus, we
determined the Fel d 1 content of sand from sandpits in
child-care centers in Wellington, New Zealand.

A random sand sample was obtained from sandpits
from 18 kindergartens and 18 day-care centers. Portions
of the sand samples, 100 mg, were extracted at room
temperature with PBS and the Fel d 1 levels determined in
the supernatant by double mAb ELISA (Indoor Biotech-
nologies, Cardiff, United Kingdom). Because of non-
normal distribution, results are expressed as geometric
mean pg Fel d 1/g sand.

Twelve out of the 36 sand samples had measurable Fel d
1 levels ranging from 3.18 pg/g to 10.76 pg/g. Sand
samples with undetectable Fel d 1 levels were assigned a
value of 0.1 pg/g to calculate the geometric mean Fel d
1 level of all the sandpit samples, which was 0.39 pg/g.
Table I shows results of the 12 sand samples with detect-
able Fel d 1 levels.

This study has shown that some child-care center sand-
pits are a source of Fel d 1, which could be of importance
to children with cat allergy. Four of the sandpits had
Fel d 1 levels greater than 8 pg/g, a level suggested to
cause symptoms in individuals with cat allergy.3 A lim-
itation of our study is that we sampled only a small portion
of the sandpits, and it may be that there is a wide variation
of Fel d 1 levels throughout the entire sandpit.

The detectable amounts of Fel d 1 in some of the
sandpits most likely come through either passive transfer
of Fel d 1 from children’s clothing or from cats straying
into the sandpits. Regarding the latter, all the child-care
centers in Wellington have a policy of discouraging cats
from sandpits, and they are covered when not in use.
However, it may be that at times, covering of sandpits may
have been overlooked, because some of the sandpits had
high levels of Fel d 1, suggesting cats as the source.

Apart from the indoor environment, Fel d 1 has also
been detected in permanently cat-free areas such as the

TABLE I. Fel d 1 concentrations of sandpits with detectable
levels

Sand sample no. Fel d 1 png/g
1 3.18
2 3.63
3 3.93
4 4.25
5 5.22
6 5.26
7 5.37
8 6.96
9 8.06

10 8.07
11 8.31

12 10.76

Antarctic,* where it is thought to have been dispersed from
clothing. Fel d 1 has even been detected in human hair,’
airplanes,® and automobiles.” To those potential exposure
sources we can now add sandpits from child-care centers.
This may be of relevance for cat-sensitized children.
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