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Abstract

We report the first case of allergy to red meat observed in Ivory Coast. A 49-year-old male
presented with pruritus. The diagnosis of allergy to red meat was confirmed by an assay for
IgE antibodies specific for alpha-1,3 galactose. Interestingly, the disease was considered a
spell to the patient who was suspected of being a sorcerer by the community.
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Introduction

Allergic reactions to food of animal origin (milk and eggs) are known and common. Al-
lergy to meat used to be considered unusual, but many cases have now been identified in
America [1, 2] and Australia [3] and some cases in European countries such as Germany,
France and Switzerland [4, 5]. Allergy to meat results from hypersensitivity to hydrocarbon
antigen alpha galactose 1-3 [6]. In Africa, and particularly in Ivory Coast, allergies to milk
and eggs are often called totems. Red meat has not previously been identified as being re-
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sponsible for allergy so far. We report the first case of an allergy to red meat observed in our
country.

Case Report

A 49-year-old male cultivator residing in Mankono (western Ivory Coast) with no par-
ticular history presented with pruritus. For 3 years, he had had recurrent episodes of ab-
dominal pain, followed by pruritic papules on the body 3 h after meals. The patient tried
herbal medicines with a regression of lesions within 2 h. He believed that a spell had been
cast, comforting his option for traditional medicines. However, 2 years later, he found that
the symptoms appeared only after the consumption of red meat such as beef, mutton and
agouti. He therefore stopped eating red meat. After 15 days, the patient restarted his red
meat consumption, and the same symptoms reappeared. He decided not to consume red
meat for several months and had no symptoms. After 4 months, he consumed smoked meat
and had no symptoms for the first 2 months, but then the symptoms recurred. He stopped
the consumption of red meat and limited his meat intake to poultry and fish, with no reac-
tion after consumption. The notion of tick bite was not found, but the patient reported being
bitten repeatedly by insects. He had no domestic animal such as dog or a cat and did not
report consuming cat meat. Suspected of being a sorcerer and upset by this situation, he
joined his brother who decided to bring him to the capital for medical care. We performed a
red meat challenge with beef in our department. Three hours later, the patient complained
from abdominal pain, followed by pruritic papules on the body (fig. 1) without anaphylaxis.
After prescription of antihistamines, the symptoms disappeared within hours. The blood
count was normal. Beef patch-tests were negative. Skin prick tests were not performed be-
cause the patient refused. We recommended continuing the diet without red meat. Having
learned about the IgE antibodies specific for alpha-1,3-galactose (alpha-gal)at a meeting 6
months later, we asked the patient to come to our department to be tested. He first refused,
but after 1 day of negotiation with the help of his brother, he accepted the determination of
IgE antibodies specific for alpha-gal. The assay was done in a national laboratory in France,
and the expenses were paid by us. Specific IgE to alpha-gal was 11.10 kU/] (normal value:
<2). Relieved by the positivity of this test and by the explanations given, the patient went
home.

Discussion

Meat ingestion can cause a reaction delayed by several hours because of the delayed re-
lease of IgE alpha-gal during the digestion process. The discovery of specific IgE antibodies
to alpha-gal as a good marker of allergy to foods such as meat from mammals was made by
Commins et al. [7]. Before this discovery, it was difficult to give a rational explanation to
patients.

The diagnosis of meat allergy is based on the presence of clinical signs after ingesting
meat. In our case, the link to meat ingestion was suspected by the patient. Food challenge
tests reproduced the symptoms, contributing to the clinical diagnosis of allergy. Tick bites
have been reported by many authors in case of allergy to red meat [8, 9]. A single tick bite
could make a person vegetarian or at least force him to give up red meat. IgE antibodies to
alpha-gal have also been found in patients allergic to cats and in those with parasitic infec-
tion in Africa [10].We reported an uncommon case of allergy to meat whose diagnosis was
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made by the patient himself, facilitating the allergological investigations necessary to con-
firm the diagnosis. The assay for specific alpha-gal IgE antibodies was a very significant con-
tribution that helped reassuring the patient and discouraging the idea of a spell. The exclu-
sion of red meat has been continued, and no further crisis has been observed in our patient.

Conclusion

Unjustified beliefs and poverty in our population are often the cause of late consulta-

tions. Many of our patients receive traditional herbal therapy before coming to the hospital.
The disease becomes a spell, and only rational explanations, as in this case, can relieve some
patients.
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Fig. 1. Pruritic papules on the elbow of the patient.
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