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Allergy Concerns Prompt �Hospitals to Ban Balloons
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Giving friends who are in the hospital a balloon bouquet and get-well message is a good way to show you're thinking about them. 





Just don't plan on using the old-fashioned latex balloons. 





More and more hospitals are banning them because they can cause serious allergic reactions. 





The latest hospitals to join the club are University and Clarkson, which recently sent letters to area florists alerting them to the change. 





A growing number of health-care workers and patients have latex allergies, with consequences that range from skin irritations to potentially fatal respiratory problems. 


Estimates indicate that up to 6 percent of the general population and 12 percent or more of health-care workers have latex allergies. 





The ban at the Nebraska Health System - the merged University and Clarkson Hospitals - became official in October. Before the total ban, the hospitals had to educate their staffs on the dangers of latex balloons and make some internal changes. 





"We've been working toward this for the past couple of years," said John Hauser, University Hospital's manager of safety operations. "The first step was to get them out of the gift shop in the hospital." 





Many Omaha-area florists said they haven't been delivering latex balloons to hospitals for a long time because so many people are allergic to the material. 





Instead they recommend that those wanting to brighten the day of a hospitalized friend turn to mylar balloons, the ones with the shiny, metallic look. 





Mylar balloons cost anywhere from two to five times more than latex balloons, but they last much longer and have messages printed on them, retailers said. 





Stopping latex balloons before they get past the front desk is a growing trend in hospitals across the country. 





The balloons were banned years ago in many children's hospitals because, unlike mylar balloons, they shrink when deflated and can be swallowed. Latex balloons also were banned in many intensive-care units. 





It is only in the past couple of years, though, that hospitals have moved to ban the balloons completely from their buildings as part of larger "latex-safe" campaigns. 





Hospitals saw the emergence of latex allergies as a serious problem in the wake of increased use of latex gloves among health-care workers. 





In the mid-1980s, growing concerns about those workers' exposure to HIV infection and diseases prompted a greater emphasis on wearing the gloves more frequently. 





Latex allergies get worse the more a person is exposed to the material, so more and more people started developing a sensitivity to it. 





Particularly troublesome has been the powder used in the manufacture of latex products. The powder keeps the latex products from sticking to molds in the factory. 





But the latex can bond with the powder. The latex powder then gets into the air, especially when a balloon pops or someone snaps off a pair of gloves. 





The latex dust can float through the air and be inhaled by people within a large area, putting them at risk of an allergic reaction. 





"Latex balloons are some of the most allergenic latex products made, if not the most," said Susan Wilburn, an occupational safety and health specialist with the American Nurses Association. 





Hospitals generally hold banned balloons at the front desk and return them when visitors leave. Thus far, the public has been very understanding of the policy, hospital spokesmen said. 





"The community in Lincoln has a pretty good idea of what we're doing," said Suzanne McMasters, public-relations director for BryanLGH, which banned the balloons last year. 





