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Summary

The purpose of thisarticle is to alert physicians
for the environmental and health threats of Am-
brosia artemisiifolia (common ragweed) in Switzer-
land. Switzerland borders several heavily ragweed
colonised areas. Up to 12% of the population suf-
fers from allergies (hay fever, asthma) to ragweed
pollen in these areas. Switzerland is beginning to
be invaded by this plant. Currently, the ragweed
pollen counts are still low but can reach local peaks
that induce symptoms in allergic individuals. Rag-
weed allergy, however, is still rare in Switzerland.
Because the amount of ragweed pollen was in-
creasing in the last few years, identification and
surveillance of ragweed plant foci was started.
Colonisation is currently systematically monitored
in Geneva and southern Tessin. Major accumula-
tion of ragweed foci have been detected in the
canton of Geneva, the western shore of the lake of
Geneva belonging to the canton of Vaud, and in

the southern part of the canton of Tessin, aside
from minor foci registered all over Switzerland.
The routes of ragweed invasion are presented and
discussed. Current measures of ragweed contain-
ment and needs for the future are presented. The
urge for these measures at an early stage of rag-
weed spread is underlined by the impracticability
of eradication in highly colonised areas. The costs
of preventing ragweed spread in Switzerland are
likely to be several magnitudes lower than the
treatment of a significant percentage of the Swiss
population for ragweed pollen allergy. Because
areas can change from low to heavy ragweed
colonisation within a few years, the current win-
dow of opportunity to prevent further colonisation
by ragweed should not be missed.
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Introduction

Allergic rhinitis and asthma commonly coex-
ist and are high-prevalence and high-cost diseases
throughout the world. Two large Swiss cross-sec-
tional studies performed last decade have evaluated
the prevalence of rhinitis and asthma at respec-
tively 11.1% and 6.8% in adults [1] and 17% and
9% in children [2]. The regular increase in the
prevalence of asthma and allergic rhinitis since 40
years may have come to an end in the adolescent
subpopulation as demonstrated recently [3]. This
trend has not been confirmed in adults were the
prevalence of both conditions seems to continue to
rise. A low-grade ragweed colonisation has started
in some areas of Switzerland more than a decade

ago. In the future this may lead to new cases of rag-
weed allergies. In heavily infested areas of neigh-
bouring countries such as France and Italy, up to
12% of the population suffers from allergies (pri-
marily hay fever and asthma) to ragweed pollen.
We therefore risk a burst in the prevalence, the
severity and the duration of asthma and rhinitis
during the late summer/early autumn months
causing additional health care costs.

The purpose of this article is to alert physicians
for the environmental and health threats of Am-
brosia artemisiifolia (common ragweed) in Switzer-
land.
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Figure 1

a. Plantlet;

b. Flowers just before
pollinisation;

c. Ambrosia plant
flowering.

Ecology

Ragweed (Ambrosia artemisiifolia) is an annual,
monoecious (male and female flowers on the same
plant) weed from the Asteraceae family [4], usually
sized 20 to 120 cm (figure 1a, 1b, 1c). It spreads by
its fruits some 10 weeks after the flowering season
[5]. This invasive neophyte species likes bare or
freshly moved grounds. It is greatly favoured by
human activities and is growing along roads and
cultivated fields, in fallow lands, in meadows, in
gardens and on building sites. It appreciates hot,
dry and rich soils with neutral or slightly acid pH.
Sunflower fields frequently reveal the presence of
ragweed. Both belong to the same botanical fam-
ily: itis therefore difficult to control chemically the
infestation and they become strongly competitive

within these fields. An information sheet is avail-
able on www.ville-ge.ch/cjb/neo.html. The rag-
weed pollen is sized from 18 to 22 mm ad has small
non-sharp spikes at its surface on electron mi-
croscopy (figure 2). Its pollination period extends
in west Switzerland from beginning of August to
mid October with a peak from mid August to the
end of September. Ragweed pollen production be-
gins at sunrise and continues during the morning
reaching its highest count around midday [6].
Temperature and relative humidity have minimal
effect on the day-by-day ragweed pollen count. In
contrast rainfall and unstable atmospheric condi-
tions have a considerable impact on ragweed
pollen counts.

World epidemiology

In Europe, only Ambrosia maritima L. is native.
Four species of ragweed, Ambrosia artemisiifolia
L. (short or common ragweed), Ambrosia trifida L.
(giant ragweed), Ambrosia tenuifolia (only in France

and Spain) and Ambrosia coronopifolia (perennial
ragweed) were introduced accidentally to Europe,
the first already at the end of the 19 century [7].
Ambrosia artemisiifolia is mentioned in France and






























