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Pollen can travel long distances and reach areas

where the plants producing them are not present.

Episodes of the long-distance transport of allergenic

pollen of ragweed and birch have been reported in

Europe in recent years. We have previously shown

that such episodes have occurred over a wide area of

Central Italy where ragweed plants are virtually

absent or present only in negligible numbers (Cecchi

et al. 2006, 2007). At that time we hypothesized that

these events could cause new sensitizations among

residents who had not previously been exposed to this

extremely allergenic pollen. This hypothesis was

supported by a report of increases in the incidence of

ragweed allergy in Northern Italy, which was attrib-

uted to the natural spread of ragweed into the area in

the 1980s (Asero 2002). A preliminary observational

study revealed an increasing trend of ragweed allergy

in Bologna, where ragweed plants are also not present

(Zauli et al. 2006).

To evaluate the possible impact of the long-

distance transport of ragweed on the allergic popu-

lation of Florence, we introduced Ambrosia extract

(Anallergo, Italy) in the routine skin prick tests,

which include Dermatophagoides pteronyssinus and

farinae; cat and dog dander; Graminaceae mix,

Artemisia vulgaris, Parietaria judaica; Cupressus

arizonica, Corylus avellana, Quercus ilex; Olea

europaea; Alternaria tenuis. The skin tests were

performed according to current guidelines. A total of

3,086 adults patients were tested (1,874 females and

1,212 males) in the Allergy and Clinical Immunology

Unit, Azienda Sanitaria—Firenze (Florence, Italy) in

the period January 2006–June 2009. Of these, 288

patients (9.33%) were tested positive to ragweed

extract. None of these individuals was monosensi-

tized to ragweed. Moreover, all ragweed-positive

patients were also sensitized to mugworth, thereby

confirming the well-known cross-reactivity between

the two pollen extracts.

These findings confirm those of a previous smaller

study performed in eight cities of Tuscany (Testi

et al. 2009), in which the sensitization rate to ragweed

was similarly low. It should be noted that this result

could even be overestimated due to the cross-

reactivity between ragweed and mugworth.

To date, available data indicate that in our area,

where people are exposed only to pollen transported

from long distances, the prevalence of sensitization

remains low. The episodes we previously described

(Cecchi et al. 2006) occurred in 2002 and 2004, but

the frequency of occurrence of such episodes and

whether or not the incidence of such episodes has

increased during the last decade are unknown due to
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the short time window. It is possible that a longer

time interval and a larger number of such episodes

with more days of high pollen counts (above the

clinical threshold) are needed to have an impact on

the prevalence of new sensitizations. In this regard,

the ability of pollen to maintain its allergenic potency

is crucial. Pollen could lose or reduce its allergenicity

during its long-distance travel in the higher layer of

the atmosphere, where it is subjected to extreme

conditions in terms of air temperature, humidity and

solar radiation. To date, this issue has not been

elucidated.

In conclusion, the clinical impact of the long-

distance transport of allergenic pollen remains unclear.

Although present and previous findings suggest a poor

effect on the short-time risk of new sensitizations, the

increasing number of reports on the occurrence of

long-range pollen transport suggests that more pro-

spective studies are required.
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