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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

I read with interest the article “Epidemiology of Cypress 
Pollen Allergy in Montpellier” by Caimmi et al [1], who 
reported that 20.7% of patients were sensitized to cypress 
pollen in the Montpellier area and that only 46.4% presented 
symptoms during the pollen season. The latter  nding is 
particularly interesting and consistent with the  ndings of 
our group [2], namely, that only 44.55% of patients sensitized 
to Cupressaceae reported symptoms (rhinitis, conjunctivitis, 
cough, and asthma) during the winter, when the airborne 
cypress pollen concentration is high. Therefore, about half 
of the patients sensitized to cypress were not affected by 
this pollinosis. However, Caimmi et al do not provide an 
interpretation of this result. In their article, they af  rm that, 
as a proportion of patients were already treated in a general 
practitioner’s outpatient clinic, the reported symptoms may 
be underestimated. I think that the explanation for this 
hypothesis should be based on molecular allergology [3]. 
In asymptomatic individuals, sensitization to cypress may 
be due to cross-reactivity between immunoglobulin (Ig) E 
and proteins with structures that are similar to the allergenic 
components of other pollen and Cupressaceae extracts used for 
skin prick tests (SPT). The IgE antibodies for a given allergen 
can also bind to homologous molecules of panallergens (eg, 
pro  lin, calcium-binding protein, lipid transfer protein, and 
thaumatin-like protein) in different plant species [3]. In fact, in 
polysensitized individuals, we often–and wrongly–attribute 
pollen sensitization (detected using SPT with allergen 
extracts) to cosensitization rather than to cross-reactivity due 
to panallergens.

Pollen extracts of various Cupressaceae species are 
characterized by low protein and high carbohydrate content. 
Protein and, more particularly, carbohydrate epitopes can 
be involved in allergenic cross-reactivity between allergens 
from taxonomically related and unrelated pollen families [4,5]. 
Olive and grass pollens contain allergens such as Ole e 2, 
Phl p 12 (pro  lin), and Phl p 7 (calcium-binding protein), 
which can cross-react with other constituents of pollens 
from unrelated species [3,6,7], including the Cupressaceae 
family. Furthermore, some calcium-binding proteins (Cry j 
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4, Jun o 4, and Cup a 4), pro  lins (Cup s 8), and thaumatins 
(Cup a 3,  Cry j 3, Cup s 3, and Jun a 3) from Cupressaceae 
species [8] could express similar molecular characteristics 
of unrelated pollen panallergens involved in cross-reactivity. 
In fact, a recently identi  ed allergen of Cupressus arizonica, 
Cup a 4, a calcium-binding protein, is structurally similar to 
other calcium-binding allergens, such as Ole e 3, Ole e 8, and 
Phl p 7 [9]. In con  rmation of this hypothesis and according 
to the  ndings of others [9], we observed higher signi  cant 
cosensitization among Cupressaceae and other pollen extracts, 
in particular, grasses (53.06%), olive (42.51%), and other trees 
(26.5%) [2]. These values were considerably higher than those 
found in patients not sensitized to Cupressaceae. Caimmi et al 
[1] do not report the cosensitizations found in their research. 
Therefore, sensitization to Cupressaceae might not be clinically 
relevant in some patients. Sin et al [10] observed that only 37 
of the 50 patients sensitized to cypress had positive serum 
speci  c IgE to cypress pollen and that the results of a nasal 
provocation test with cypress allergen extract were positive in 
only 1 monosensitized patient [10]. 
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