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Life-threatening meat allergy
caused by tick bites is on the
rise.Here’'swhatyou should know

WASHINGTON (AP) —
It’s common knowledge
that ticks can spread infec-
tions that cause serious ill-
nesses, including Lyme dis-
ease. Now health officials
are trying to raise aware-
ness of a lesser-known
problem: a life-threatening
allergy to meat triggered by
tick bites.

The problem, known as
alpha-gal syndrome, was
first linked to a particular
species of ticks about 15
years ago. But cases are
on the rise as more people
report symptoms such as
hives, diarrhea and itchi-
ness after eating as little
as a mouthful of meat and
— in some cases — dairy.
The allergy doesn’t impact
consumption of seafood or
poultry. Chicken, turkey
and eggs are all OK to eat.

For years, the standard
treatment has involved
avoiding foods that come
from cows, pigs and lambs
while carrying an epineph-
rine injector in case of med-
ical emergency. But regula-
tors recently approved the
first drug for the condition,
and more therapies may be
on the way.

Here’s what to know
about alpha-gal syndrome:

What causes it?

Unlike other tick-borne
illnesses, such as Rocky
Mountain spotted fever,
alpha-gal syndrome isn’t
caused by a bacteria or a
virus. Instead, it occurs
when the human immune
system triggers an allergic
response to a type of sugar,
known as alpha-gal.

Alpha-gal is found in the
meat of most mammals, but
not in humans or other pri-
mates. It’s also found in the
saliva of certain ticks.

When eaten, the sugar
is normally harmless. But
when ticks bite through
the skin, they can intro-
duce the sugar directly
into the bloodstream. That
triggers the development
of antibodies — immune
system proteins that fight
off foreign invaders — that
quickly learn to identify
and attack alpha-gal sugar
molecules.

“It turns out that the skin
is a fantastic way to make
an allergic response,” said
Dr. Scott Commins, an
alpha-gal syndrome re-
searcher at the University
of North Carolina. “If this
all happened orally, and we
were eating alpha-gal like
we do with steaks or bar-
becue, then we wouldn’t
become allergic.”

People that develop the
antibodies will often ex-
perience a strong allergic
reaction a few hours after
consuming meat or dairy.

But it can take weeks or
months for the problem to
develop, with the severity
of symptoms often increas-
ing over time.

Why are more people be-
ing diagnosed with alpha-
gal syndrome?

Experts point to increased
awareness among health
professionals and the pub-
lic.

“| think part of it is more
people have learned about
it and are on the watch for
this syndrome,” said Maria
Diuk-Wasser, a Columbia
University researcher who
studies tick-borne diseases.

But rising cases also re-
flect the expanding habitat
range of the lone star tick,
the primary source of the
condition in the U.S. Often
identifiable by a white dot
on its back, the lone star
tick is most common in the
eastern and southern U.S.
But in recent years it’s been
reported in new parts of
the country, including the
Great Lakes region and as
far north as Martha’s Vine-
yard in Massachusetts.

Researchers worry that
other types of ticks, includ-
ing blacklegged ticks, may
also increasingly spread the
condition.

Roughly 450,000 Ameri-
cans are estimated to have
developed the allergy, ac-
cording to a 2023 study
by the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention.

When should someone

get tested?

People usually  seek
medical attention after
experiencing  worrisome

symptoms, including hives,
dizziness, difficulty breath-
ing and swelling of the lips,
throat, tongue or eyelids.
Some people may only ex-
perience digestive issues,
including diarrhea, stomach
pain, vomiting and nausea.

Doctors diagnose the al-
lergy based on results from
a blood test, symptoms and
other details reported by the
patient, including whether
they recall any recent bug
bites.

The blood test detects the
presence of alpha-gal anti-
bodies, but not all patients
with a positive result de-
velop the condition. Some-
times the test can also be
wrong.

“The blood test in and of
itself is great, but you can’t
rely on that just for diag-
nosis. You need the actual
symptoms too,” Commins
said. “In the allergy world,
we have a lot of trouble
with false positives on
blood tests.”

Which foods are off lim-
its?

Doctors generally advise
patients to avoid beef, pork,

lamb and other meats from
mammals. Some people
are still be able to consume
dairy products from these
animals, including milk,
cheese and butter. Those
with particularly severe re-
actions may need to avoid
foods made with other
animal byproducts such as
gelatin, which is found in
marshmallows and gummy
bears.

One rare exception: meat
from a small number of
pigs that have been geneti-
cally modified to not pro-
duce alpha-gal. Approved
for consumption by the
Food and Drug Adminis-
tration in 2020, the pigs
are bred as part of an ex-
perimental effort to harvest
animal organs for trans-
plantation into humans.
Deactivating the alpha-gal
gene was a critical first step
to make sure the human im-
mune system wouldn’t im-
mediately reject the foreign
organs. Meat from these
so-called “GalSafe” pigs is
available from a company
called Amaroo Hills.

People with the syndrome
may also have to avoid
certain medical products
and implants. For instance,
many heart valves are made
from cow or pig parts.

How long does it last?

The allergy can fade away
in some people after sever-
al years. Commins has seen
that happen in about 15% to
20% of his patients. But it’s
critical to avoid new tick
bites.

What
available?

In 2024, the FDA ap-
proved an injectable drug
called Xolair for a variety
of food allergies, including
alpha-gal syndrome. The
drug doesn’t reverse the
condition but helps reduce
severe allergic reactions af-
ter accidental exposure to
meat.

The drug was first ap-
proved more than 20
years ago for patients with
hard-to-control asthma. It
works by reducing the re-
lease of biological chemi-
cals that cause inflam-
mation and other allergic
reactions.

Commins and other re-
searchers hope to study
other previously approved
drugs as new options for
patients.

“There are certain (bio-
logic drugs) out there now-
adays that interfere with the
allergic signaling,” Com-
mins said. “We think that
if you were on one of those
— or if you got one quickly
enough after a tick bite —
perhaps it could interfere
with the entire allergic re-
sponse process.”

treatments  are

Peggy’s
Ponderings

Traditions — the transmis-
sions or beliefs passed from
generation or the act of
something being passed on.

Are you a family of tra-
ditions, a slave of “can’t
change or alter the tradi-

probably never thought of
them as traditions, trick or
treating, baby showers, tip-
ping, make a wish on first
star, tailgating at ballgames,
presidential turkey pardons,
Black Friday, Groundhog

tional lifestyles?” | have Day, and so many more.
found my- One of the
self adher- strangest  in
ing to this our country is
family rules that of super
in  several sizing foods.
factors in No  wonder
my life. For most of us are
instance, is overweight.

your menus As | re-
set in stone searched this
for certain column, I
holidays? found that
Christmas we are not
-Turkey and as strange
Dressing, . in our tradi-
New Years — Peggy SlmS tional  ways
Black eyed as most coun-

peas and hog jowl, Fourth
of July — Ribs and Potato
Salad and Birthday Cake
as our daughter is our born
on the fourth firecracker.
Ours menus are. We never
deviate from these particu-
lar foods. Believe me I've
tried and been faced with so
much criticism.

Some traditions we ob-
serve here inthe US of Aare
certainly strange and you

tries. Some of them are just
weird; here are just a few.
Spain — throwing tomatoes.
India — smashing coconuts
on people’s heads for luck,
China - walking on fire,
Hindu — baby tossing, Den-
mark — jumping off a chair at
midnight, Taiwan — funeral
cheerleaders, Finland — men
racing with their wives on
their backs, (hope the wives
are lightweights). The list
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The American Dream
Still Runs on
Financial Know-How

We talk a lot about the
American Dream. Owning
a home. Sending your kids
to college. Retiring with
dignity. But here’s the truth:
none of that happens by ac-
cident. It happens because
people plan; they save; and
they leverage luck.

That’s why financial edu-
cation matters — not as some
abstract idea, but as a real,
practical skill that shapes
whether families get ahead
or fall behind. As President
Trump’s Treasury Secretary
Scott Bessent recently put it,
understanding how to make
sound financial decisions
“unlocks opportunity for
every American.”

He’s right. And here in
Mississippi, we see it every
day.

I’ve met families who are
working hard, doing every-
thing they can to get ahead,
but no one ever taught them
how to budget, how to save,
or how to invest. Not in
school. Not at home.

That’s not a failure of ef-
fort. That’s a gap in knowl-
edge.

And if we’re serious about
expanding opportunity, we
have to close that gap.

wellness isn’t

Financial
about Wall Street or com-

plicated spreadsheets. It’s
about the basics: living
within your means, avoid-
ing debt traps, saving early,
and understanding how
small decisions today com-
pound into big outcomes
tomorrow.

It’s also about confidence.
When someone understands
their finances, they make
better decisions. They plan.
They invest. They take own-
ership of their future.

That’s exactly why we’ve
worked to strengthen pro-
grams like Mississippi Col-
lege and Career Savings.
After all, when families
have the right tools — and
the knowledge to use them —
they don’t just dream about
the future. They start build-
ing it.

goes on and on so consider-
ing, we are not so unusual
here in our country. | did
discover our tradition of the
Mississippi  State cowbell.
It seems that at one of the
football games, in the past,
a jersey cow happened to
stroll across the field wear-
ing a cowbell. The team
won that day so hence, the
ringing of the cowbell be-
came tradition.

Some traditions that my
family keep that were began
by my ancestors are actually
mild in comparison to the
world of traditions. | think |
may keep eating black-eyed
peas and hog jowl on the
first day of the new year. |
guess | am having good luck
because sometimes it seems
sketchy.

We have been on a some-
what sugar free eating time.
Here’s a recipe for a sugar
free cake. So easy.

One box of sugar free
white cake mix, 4 eggs, 1/3
cup of ail, 1 t. vanilla ex-
tract, 1 box of vanilla pud-
ding mix, sugar free. Mix
all until no lumps and pour
in a large can of crushed
pineapple in its own juice
and fold in. Pour all into a
9 x 13-inch pan. Bake 350*
for 35 minutes. Sprinkle
with powder sugar if you
desire. We eat plain.

Peggy Sims is a life-long
resident of Attala County
and columnist.

And the earlier that starts,
the better.

Research consistently
shows that financial habits
form young. If we wait un-
til adulthood to teach people
about money, we’re already
behind. But if we help kids
understand saving, invest-
ing, and long-term planning,
we set them on a completely
different trajectory.

That’s also why I’'m en-
couraged to see a broader,
national push for financial
education. Resources like
the Trump administration’s
MyMoney.gov are making
it easier for Americans to
access practical, straight-
forward guidance on ev-
erything from budgeting to
retirement planning.

But let’s be clear: no web-
site or government program
can replace personal respon-
sibility.

At the end of the day, fi-
nancial wellness is empow-
ering because it puts people
in control. It doesn’t prom-
ise outcomes; it gives peo-
ple the tools to create their
0AnNd that’s what the Ameri-
can Dream has always been
about.

Not guarantees. Not hand-
outs. Only opportunity.

That’s how you grow an
economy.

And that’s how you keep
the American Dream alive.

Mississippi Treasurer David McRae
is the 55th Treasurer for the State
of Mississippi. In this role, he helps
manage the state’s cash # B ow, overse
College and Career Savings Missis-
sippi, and has returned more than $150
million in unclaimed money to Missis-

sippians. For more information, visit
Treasury.MS.gov.



