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Yes, you can! Allergies and Gardening 
Creating a hypo-allergenic garden for you or yours 

 
I. Gardens: Can't live with 'em, can't live without em! 
A. Breathing's impaired by plants and garden materials? 
B. Insect stings become major injuries? 
C. Skin reacts after contact with various plants? 
 
D. 3 of 10 people have seasonal allergies, and prevalence increasing 

• Those 3 may simply stay indoors to see but not touch the garden, with an 
air conditioner filtering dust, pollen and spores. Yet by using information 
about how allergens affect us, smart design tactics, and precautions while 
gardening, everyone might have a garden and enjoy being in it. 

 
II. How we get in trouble with allergens 
A. We inhale them 

•Airborne substances are the culprit. Wind pollinated plants are big 
offenders but people can also react after inhaling "organic dust" (peat, potting 
soils, vermiculite, sludge products, mulches, silage) and to fungicides. 

 
• The stickiness of pollen is an issue. It sticks to airway and lung tissues. 
Some pollens have hooks, like burrs, making them worse. 

 
• Bothersome pollen is very mobile: Some tree pollen travels 1,000's of miles 

 
• There's hay fever, and then there are inhaled irritants which cause 
conditions such as farmer's lung. National Institute of Occupational Safety 
and Health estimates 30-40% of people exposed to airborne microorganisms 
in organic dust react from 4 to 12 hours after exposure, often with flu-like 
symptoms. 

 
• :) Palynologist: pollen scientist; Pollen comes from Latin" dust". 

 
B. We react after they contact our skin 

• Oil from plant parts soaks into our skin, or 
• Irritating surfaces abrade our skin. 

 
• Sometimes contact comes only after crushing of plant parts. 

 
•Some plants are allergens in all parts, some only in flowers, berries, roots... 

 
C. They're injected into us by insects 

• 1% of population probably allergic. Perhaps 40 deaths per year in U.S. 
 
D. We ingest them, deliberately eaten or swallowed in airborne bits 
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III. Smart design tactics to reduce allergic effect 
A. Being smart is a conscious thing.  

In Tucson, Arizona, the pollen count jumped 10x from 1960's to -80's as 
allergy sufferers moved there for relief but planted back-home landscapes that 
loaded the area with lawns and other allergenic plants! 

 
B. Choose hypo-allergenic plants: 

• Plants with heavy pollen 
• Insect pollinated, hummingbird-attracting plants 
 Lucky you, they are the ones with showy flowers! 
• Avoid highly scented plants 
• Avoid growing skin- irritating plants. 
• Extensive lists at www.pollenlibrary.com 

 
C. Eliminate lawn. Use paving, groundcover, gravel. 
 
D. Exclude weeds with groundcover, not mulch. 

• Use the lowest possible groundcovers, no layered build up of debris/mold 
 
E. "Plant' a fence rather than a hedge, for less dust/mold build-up. 
 
F. If you have a pond, do not fit it with a fountain. 
 
G. Select shrubs that mature at the desired size, so no pruning is required. 
 
H. Design for low maintenance, with work concentrated early spring, late fall. 
 
 
IV. Precautions to take while in the garden 
A. Be aware of peak pollen/dust/spore times in your area 

• Generally, pollen counts are high before 10 am then rise again at sunset 
• Michigan peaks: Tree pollen, April, May, June; grass in May, June, July;  
 weeds June - September 
• Autumn nights = lots of spores 
• Some parts of the country worse than others, for given plants.  
  Example: September count of ragweed pollen: 
   Sarasota, FL, 12 grains per square meter of air 
   Brooklyn, NY, 48 grains " 
   Boulder, CO 173 "  " 
   Des Moines, IA 407  "  " 
• Climate change: Longer growing season & CO2 increases pollen produced  
 Worse at higher elevations 
 Thunderstorm connection, pollen atomized, more easily inhaled 
• Check the Internet/weather service for a pollen forecast.  
 Usually available from 
  http://www.pollen.com/allergy-forecast.asp 
  National Allergy Bureau which  has over 70 pollen/mold counting  
  stations including St. Clair Shores, MI (requires free log-in) 
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 • For plants you cannot choose...  
 ...such as trees in the neighborhood or field weeds, know those plants'  
  pollen season. (But keep in mind that a plant inside your yard may  
  contribute 10x as much pollen to your air as one a block away.) 

 
B. Knock particles out of the air before you go out.  

• Work on cool, cloudy days after a rain (not soon after thunderstorm),  
 or run overhead sprinklers in advance. 
• Wet any mulch and potting soils before handling. Wear a mask.  
 When air is dry and dusty, disease/infection spores can more readily  
 infiltrate airways 
• Work when air has been rinsed and is still. Early morning before breeze  
 picks up; in the calm downwind of a windbreak. 
• Avoid contact with or heavy use of irritating materials in closed areas.  
 If you do, wear protective clothing & keep materials from going airborne. 

 
C. Don't mow. Mowers throw dust, pollen, spores. 
 
D. Shower immediately after you work (your hair, too!)... 
 ...and launder those clothes. 
 
E. Thin, don't shear shrubs. 
 Kicks up dust, spores. Allow shrubs to grow full, open. 
 
F. Weeds: Kill or cut but don't pull. 
 Raises spores from soil, mulch. 
 
G. Cover up! 

• Your eyes. 
• Wear long sleeve shirts, long pants and gloves. 
• Wear a mask while you're in the garden. 

 
H. Avoid touching your face while gardening. 
 
i. Don't compost or compost only with aerobic (hot) methods 
 
J. Regarding insect stings: 
 • If you've had a severe or non-localized reaction, see a doctor for a  

 kit to fend off the next reaction. 
 • Be aware of insect behavior, especially aggressive vs. defensive actions. 
 • Don't wear perfumes and bright colors while working in the garden. 
 • Don't pull out stinger, scratch it out. Pulling may cause the release of  

 additional venom. Use ice and/or apply meat tenderizer, which breaks down  
 protein, the main component of venom. 

 
• Re knowing your bugs:  
 - Black flies rely on vision and carbon dioxide, bite during the day, in 
sunny, open areas. Biting peaks early morning and late afternoon, stays 
steady in wooded areas or on cloudy days.  
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 - Gnats (no-see-ums) and midges are most active in twilight/early 
evening, strongly attracted to artificial light and most abundant on calm, 
humid summer days.  
 - Mosquitoes may live 5 months; attracted by heat, moisture and carbon 
dioxide from as far as 20 feet; they avoid direct sunlight, smoke and wind. 
(Reference: Dan Lawson, Off! Biting Insect Center in Racine, WI) 

 
 
V. "Safe to breathe" plants 
Common plants that are harmless to most hay fever sufferers  

(Chosen for low airborne pollen count, clinical observations and skin testing; 
* indicates those that sometimes cause skin irritation; see next list) 

 
 
Flowers, bulbs, grasses: 
Begonia 
Bellflower/Campanula 
Bleeding heart* 
Buffalo grass (Buchloe dactyloides) 
Chives* 
Columbine 
Daffodil* 
Dahlia 
Daylily 
Delphinium 
Dropseed (Sporobulus spp.) 
Foxglove 
Geranium/Hardy cranesbill 
Heuchera/Coral bells  

and Tiarella/foamflower  
and their hybrids 

Hosta 
Impatiens 
Iris* 
Mint 
Parsley* 
Penstemon 
Peony 
Reeds in the Juncus genus 
Sage/Salvia 
Snapdragon 
Verbena 
Veronica 
Zoysia grass 
 
 
 
 
 

Vegetables and fruits: 
Beans 
Blueberry 
Carrot 
Chard 
Currant 
Grape 
Peas 
Strawberry 
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Groundcover 
Ajuga 
Heather (Calluna spp.) 
Irish moss 
Mazus 
Pachysandra 
Myrtle (Vinca) 
Sedum 
 
Shrubs and vines: 
(Note that all big vines# may build up debris and mold) 
Azalea & Rhododendron 
Barberry* 
Bittersweet# 
Boston ivy# 
Boxwood (fragrance may offend/trigger reaction) 
Buffaloberry (Sheperdia argentea) 
Clematis 
Elderberry 
Forsythia 
Grapeholly (Mahonia)* 
Hibiscus (rose of Sharon) 
Lilac 
Mountain laurel (Kalmia) 
Smokebush (Cotinus) 
Viburnum* (allergic properties vary by species, some such Lantana-, linden- and 

nannyberry viburnum seem to pose no problem. Others such as 
cranberrybush V. trilobum are mild allergens, and some are skin irritants such 
as leatherleaf V. rhytidophylloides) 

Virginia creeper# 
Witchhazel 
Weigela 
 
Safest trees: 
Baldcypress 
Cork tree (Phellodendron) 
Douglas fir 
Fir* 
Fringetree (Chionanthus) 
Golden rain tree (Koelreuteria) 
Hemlock 
Hoptree (Ptelea trifoliata) 
Horsechestnuts and buckeyes 
Larch 
Spruce* 
Tamarisk 
 
 
 

Trees that are only mildly 
allergenic: 

Apple, crabapple 
Catalpa 
Dogwood 
Ginkgo* 
Magnolia 
Pear 
Pine* 
Plum, Cherry, Apricot 
Redbud 
Serviceberry 
Silk tree (Albizia) 
Tulip tree (Liriodendron) 
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VI. Plants / Plant groups to avoid 
A. Common respiratory allergens 

• In general, trees that lack showy flowers. Many are wind pollinated.  
 - Includes the top allergy trees (most severe allergens): 
   birch, black walnut, hickory, juniper/red cedar, mulberry,  
  oak, walnut, and willow.  
 - Moderately bothersome trees:  
  alder, arborvitae/cedar, cottonwood/poplar/aspen, elm,  
  hazelnut, maple (including box elder), sycamore/plane tree. 
 - Less bothersome but contributing:  
  beech, pine 
• Male "seedless" tree varieties 
• Conifers, especially juniper and arborvitae/cedar, but any conifer might  
 add to allergic reactions:  pine, fir, spruce, yew, falsecypress.  
 In a conifer forest there may be 300 million grains of pollen  
 per square meter -- so much pollen, there is yellow rain.  
 Of the conifers, juniper may be worst, fir least troublesome. 

 
 • Grass, including wheat and the pasture grass, timothy. - Ryegrass and 

bluegrass are most trouble early, in May/early June 
 - Others such as timothy peak in late June and July 

 
 • Artemisia species...  

 ...including Sweet Annie (A. annua), mugwort/sagebrush,  
  Silver King/Queen, Silvermound, wormwood.  
 - Many Artemisia species have wormwood or mugwort in their  
  common name, including beach wormwood.  
 - Most bloom in July, some continue until fall.  
 - Annuals such as sweet Annie are often worst in early fall). 

 
 • Heavily scented plants 
 
 • Meadow rue (Thalictrum species) 
  
 • Weeds: Know them to avoid them! 

 -  Cocklebur (Xanthium strumarium) 
 - Lambsquarters 
 - Pigweed 
 - Plantain 
 - Ragweed/giant ragweed (Ambrosia artemisiifolia/ A. trivia;  
  have barbed pollen, ¼ million tons each year in North America) 
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B. Common skin-irritating plants, with some precautionary notes 
Balsam fir 
Barberry (by thorn-prick) 
Bleeding heart and Corydalis species (Safe re: pollen but can be skin-irritating) 
Buttercup family plants including Ranunculus and Anemone have irritant sap. 
Elm 
English ivy 
Eucalyptus 
Euphorbia species' sap causes an irritation or phytophotodermatitis.  

Avoid contact with the sap.  
Ginkgo fruits 
Hydrangea 
Iris, hyacinth, and daffodil. Sap and juice from bulbs can cause skin rash. Don't 

touch cut stem/bulb with bare skin. Tulip, lily & onion may rarely irritate. 
Junipers cause a rash on many people. Their relatives the pines and spruces 

affect some of these people, too. Wear long sleeves while trimming. 
Magnolia 
Pelargonium (annual geranium) 
Poison ivy causes an itchy rash. Avoid it by learning to recognize it and eliminate 

it from areas your frequent; cover all exposed skin while near it, work around 
it only when air is quite cool, wear protective creams, wash thoroughly 
immediately after suspected contact 

Primula 
Privet 
Queen Anne's lace and its relatives, including angelica, celery, Ammi magus, giant 

hogweed, dill, fennel, parsley, bishop's weed (Aegopodium) and carrot. 
Rose (by thorn-prick) 
Rue (Ruta graveolens) and its relatives (gas plant, citrus trees) can cause a burning 

rash. Avoid getting oil from leaves on skin and then staying in the sun. 
Some daisy/aster family plants including mum, chamomile (Anthemis). 

sneezeweed (Helenium), blanket flower (gaillardia), blackeye Susan (Rudbeckia), 
tansy, marigold and tickseed (Coreopsis) 

Stinging nettle raises painful welts. Learn to recognize and avoid contact. 
Thorny plants may cause fungus infections where thorns puncture or scratch 

skin. Hawthorn, brambles, grapeholly. Wear heavy or double gloves. 
Tomato 
Tree of heaven (Ailanthus altissima) 
Trumpet vine (safe to breathe as it's a hummingbird plant, but skin-irritating.) 
Walnut 
 
VII. References 
Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America, www.aafa.org 
American Academy of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology www.aaaai.org 
Plant lists (from this URL, click on a letter of the alphabet to receive a plant list 

with species noted severely, moderately, mildly allergenic) 
www.pollenlibrary.com 

American Medical Association Handbook of Poisonous and Injurious Plants, K. Lampe, 
M. McCann, AMA, Chicago, 1985 (esp. for dermatitis) 

Dangerous Plants, John Tampion 
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Images wanted: 

pretty garden 
pachysandra and dwarf conifers bed 
insect 
skin rash (spruce at cory's tree pruning) 
dust - potting mix, dry peat, dust from plowing 
farm 
poison ivy plant 
poison ivy rash? 
Arizona or Idaho lawn 
goldenrod pollen 
ragweed 
bee on flower 
hummingbird 
oriental lily 
boxwood 
juniper 
pine 
alternative lawn (I have Peggy's) paved, gravel, groundcover 
ajuga 
golden coins 
sedum groundcover 
pond no fountain 
mature big shrub 
mature little shrub 
gardener working in cold weather of early spring or late fall 
gray day wet surfaces (it just rained) 
gloved hands 
working: long sleeves 
working: long pants 
privacy fence 
smothering with newspaper 
columbine 
Geranium (perennial) 
peony verbena 
veronica 
dahlia 
azalea 
rose of sharon 
lilac 
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weigela 
fir 
crabapple 
flowering cherry 
pollen dust coming from yew or pine or other evergreen 
or yellow-stained paths from pine pollen fallen 
artemisia 
 
------------------------------ 
from NOAA site 
Seasonal allergies afflict up to 30 percent of the world’s human population, studies have 
found, and the Cleveland Clinic reports a rising allergy prevalence.... 
 
Multiple studies indicate that, as climate warms, pollen seasons will start sooner, last 
longer, and produce more pollen than in the past. In fact, it’s already happening. A 2014 
study led by Rutgers University’s Yong Zhang found that between 2001 and 2010, pollen 
season in the contiguous United States started on average three days earlier than it did in 
the 1990s, and the annual total of daily airborne pollen increased more than 40 percent. 
 
The climate and allergy connection isn’t just about longer growing seasons, however. 
Part of the pollen problem is directly down to more carbon dioxide. In the 1990s, Ziska 
conducted studies of the effect of carbon dioxide levels on ragweed. In his experiment, 
plants exposed to rising levels of carbon dioxide grew to greater size and produced more 
pollen. Most irritating of all, ragweed plants exposed to more of the gas produced more 
of the protein that specifically nags human noses. 
 
(...more people sensitized, combo of pollution with toxins and pollen... 
season lengthened more ay higher altitudes. Saskatoon lengthened more than TX...) 
 
As a further complication, thunderstorms often coincide with spikes in emergency room 
visits for asthma attacks. A review paper published in the World Allergy Organization 
Journal describes a possible mechanism for the connection: thunderstorms carry pollen 
grains at ground level, and updrafts sweep those grains into the humid bases of storm 
clouds; the grains rupture and release allergy-inducing starch granules; the pollen 
fragments can be inhaled much more deeply into human airways than whole pollen grains 
would have been. 
 
...protecting your face with closed-visor helmets when biking; keeping car windows 
rolled up while driving; and staying indoors on windy days and during thunderstorms. 
 
-------------------------------------- 
cool climate data and maps but no easy current pollen info: 
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/climate-and/climate-allergies 
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/data-access/paleoclimatology-
data/datasets/pollen 
 


