CASE REPORT

Eur ANN ALLERGY CLIN IMMUNOL VoL 40, N 1, 30-32, 2008

G. Liccarpr, G. SEnNa?, A. Piccoro’, A. SarziLLo', M. Focrias, I. DE NaroLr, G. D’AMATO!

Severe respiratory syndrome induced by allergic
mono-sensitization to European hamster (Cricetus
cricetus) in a older woman

'Department of Chest Diseases, Division of Pneumology and Allergology “A. Cardarelli”
Hospital, Naples; > Allergy Unit, Verona General Hospital ,Verona; * Laboratory of Clinical
Pathology “A. Cardarelli” Hospital, Naples Italy

KEY worDs

Allergic rhinitis, Allergic
sensitization, Bronchial asthma,
Cricetus cricetus, European
hamster, Hamster allergy,
Hypersensitivity, Respiratory
allergy

SuMMARY

Although the increase in the rate of hamster ownership, no report of allergic sensitiza-

tion to common hamster (Cricetus cricetus)-derived allergens as a consequence of
domestic exposure has been published in Italy. A 64-year-old woman was referred tfo

our Allergy Centre for the recent onset of conjunctival and severe respiratory symp-
toms (rhinitis, cough, wheezing and dyspnea). About three months ago she had pur-
chased a common hamster as home pet. Another hamster had lived at patient’s home
Jfor about four months nine years ago. The results of SPT revealed allergic sensitiza-
tion to Cricetus cricetus dander only (wheal 6x7 mm, positive control 7x7 mm,).

Total IgE were 59,3 RU/L. Specific IgE only to Cricetus cricetus epithelia (2,10
kUA/L), were also detected. Spirometry revealed a moderate degree of bronchial
obstruction. Some important considerations can be drawn from our report: a) few
months of hamster ownership are probably sufficient to induce an allergic sensitiza-
tion and clinical symptoms, b) older age of sensitization in comparison to other stud-
ies, ¢) rapid remission of clinical symptoms after the removal of hamster d) skin prick
tests and/or evaluation of specific IgE for hamster allergens should be performed in
all potentially susceptible individuals.

Exposure to common hamster (Cricetus cricetus) — derived
materials is well recognized as an occupational hazard for
people who are in contact with this animal in laboratory
or other occupational settings (1, 2). In the recent years,
hamsters became more and more popular as pets to have
at home, like dogs and cats, in Italy and in other coun-
tries. For instance, in Japan, hamster ownership has large-
ly increased in the 1990s (about 20% of all pets) (3, 4), as
a consequence of this, a number of patients started to suf-
fer from respiratory symptoms related to hamster owner-
ship (5). Although in Italy there are no official data on
the overall number of hamsters living in domestic envi-
ronments, some indirect indexes suggest a significant in-

crease in the rate of hamster ownership. In fact, commer-
cial sources indicate an increasing business in hamster
breeding as well as in production of hamster-related ma-
terials such as food, accessories etc. Nevertheless, no re-
port of allergic sensitization to common hamster—derived
allergens as a consequence of domestic exposure has been

published in Italy so far.

Case report

A 64-year-old woman was seen at our Unit for the recent
onset (about two weeks) of conjunctival and severe respi-
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ratory symptoms (rhinitis, cough, wheezing and dyspnea).
Although family history was positive for atopy, her per-
sonal history was negative for previous cutaneous and/or
respiratory symptoms of a suspected IgE aetiology. She
had a dog at home since three years. About three months
ago she had purchased a common hamster to be kept as
pet. Another hamster had lived at patient’s home for
about four months nine years before. The patient reported
a strict contact with this animal (hamster was allowed to
enter also the bedroom ) and a worsening of respiratory
symptoms after hamster exposure.

Methods

Skin-prick-test (SPT) was performed with commercial
standardized extracts and prickers (ALK- Abello Group,
Milan, Italy). The panel included the following allergenic
extracts : house dust mites, Parietaria species, grasses, cat,
common hamster (Cricetus cricetus ) and dog dander,
olive, birch, Alternaria alternata, Cladosporium herbarum
and mugwort, plus a positive (1% histamine hydrochlo-
ride) and negative (glycerinate solution) control. The SPT
was carried out and interpreted according to international
guidelines (6), the result was read after 10 min and ex-
pressed as the major diameter of the wheal and its orthog-
onal. A skin reaction of 3 mm or greater was considered
positive. A blood sample was taken for the measurement
of total IgE and specific IgE to the same allergens of SPT
panel ( CAP System, Phadia, Uppsala, Sweden). A stan-
dard spirometric evaluation was also carried out. As mon-
oclonal antibodies-based methods to measure the amount
of hamster allergen are not available, we could not evalu-
ate the degree of hamster allergen contamination in pa-
tient’s indoor environments.

Results

The SPT showed an allergic sensitization only to Cricetus
cricetus dander with a wheal diameter of 6x7 mm, com-
pared to 7x7 mm of the positive control. Total IgE were
59,3 kU/L. Specific IgE only to Cricetus cricetus epithelia
(2,10 kUA/L), were also detected. Spirometry revealed a
moderate degree of bronchial obstruction. The removal of
hamster from patient’s home as well as an intensive clean-
ing of indoor environments resulted in a reduction and,
after about three months, a complete disappearance of all
respiratory symptoms

Discussion

At the best of our knowledge, this is the first documented
report of a severe respiratory allergy induced by single-
sensitization to European hamster in Italy. Some impor-
tant considerations can be drawn from our report:

1) A total of seven months (four + three with an interval
of nine years) of indoor exposure to hamster epithelia
was sufficient enough to induce allergic sensitization
and then to trigger respiratory allergic symptoms. It is
likely that the short term period necessary to induce al-
lergic sensitization and development of symptoms
might be due to the high sensitizing capacities of ham-
ster allergens. This finding has been observed also by
other authors (5, 7-10).

2) The age of our patient was higher in comparison to
those found in other studies (5, 7-10).

3) The rapid remission of clinical symptoms after the ces-
sation of hamster keeping demonstrates the exclusive
role of hamster sensitization in determining respiratory
allergy in our patient.

4) A progressive increase in hamster sensitization may be
expected in the future as a consequence of the increase
of hamster ownership such as observed for rabbit aller-
gy (11, 12).

5) Skin prick tests and/or evaluation of specific IgE for

hamster allergens should be performed in all potentially

susceptible individuals (for example those sensitized
to several animal allergens) before the introduction of
an hamster indoors also in the absence of respiratory

symptoms after previous occasional hamster contact (13,
14).
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