
ALLERGY ALERT:
paranoia in our immune system

A 52' science documentary  
directed by Cosima Dannoritzer

PROVISIONAL DELIVERY: JULY 2021



2

From peanuts and pollen to cats and dust mites, allergy rates are soaring dramatically all over the globe, with 
inoffensive substances triggering life-threatening physical responses. Experts are predicting that by 2050, 
one in two will suffer from an allergy. Why are our immune systems overreacting in this way? To stem the tide 
of the epidemic, scientists are investigating the interface between genetics, environmental factors and our 
modern lifestyle, and developing revolutionary new approaches to prevention and treatment.

Pitch
Experts are predicting that by 2050, 

one in two will suffer from an allergy. 
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Starting with the causes, our investigation takes us 
all the way back to the distant past of our species. 
Lluis Quintana-Murci, a renowned geneticist based 
at the Pasteur Institute in Paris, shares new research 
about our genetic history. According to him, modern 
man inherited several crucial genes from both 
Neanderthals and Denisovans, giving homo sapiens 
the edge in terms of survival, but these genes also 
play a key part in modern allergies - a double-edged 
sword? 

For more answers, we travel to the US to meet Ruslan 
Medzhitov, Sterling Professor of Immunobiology 
at Yale University, and his colleague Stephen Galli 
at Stanford, who believe that allergies have their 
origins in an ancient protective mechanism which 
has since turned against us, becoming a threat to our 

health and wellbeing. But why has this happened? 
And why are some communities more afflicted than 
others?

A visit to the Amish in the US and a closer look at their 
traditional way of life reveals a surprising fact: Amish 
children have hardly any allergies at all. Trying to get 
to the bottom of this phenomenon, Erika von Mutius 
at Munich University homes in on the so-called ‘farm 
effect’: life on a farm, including early contact with 
animals, protects children from allergies, but what 
is the mechanism behind this? A lab study involving 
mice, performed at Arizona University, provides 
further insights: by submitting our bodies to a 
radical change of lifestyle, we have lost touch with 
the bacteria and molecules that are essential to the 
development of a healthy immune system.

SYNOPSIS 
It can be set off by something as harmless as the 
nuts topping a birthday cake, the tempting smell 
of a freshly cooked omelette, or a visit from the 
neighbour’s cat. Suddenly, your throat closes up, 
blocking the airways, or your skin erupts in angry red 
welts. Allergic responses range from a slight rash or 
stomach upset all the way to extreme, potentially 
deadly reactions, triggered within the space of just a 
few seconds. 

And now, the lives of millions more people are set to 
be blighted, as allergy rates are soaring to epidemic 
proportions all over the globe. In France, one person 

in three is affected (up from one in 25 in the 1960s); 
in Japan, a staggering 50% of the population suffers 
from allergies. In the US, 50 million people reported 
episodes last year. 

In this film, scientists and experts all over the world 
are sharing exciting new insights into why our immune 
systems are reacting so dramatically to supposedly 
inoffensive substances, why allergy rates are soaring, 
and how we can stem the tide with the help of brand-
new treatments and prevention methods.

1/ GENETICS
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In Germany, scientists have started focusing on the 
potential impact of environmental factors. At the 
Max-Planck-Society in Mainz, we observe Ulrich 
Pöschl and Janine Fröhlich at work in the lab, as 
they expose pollen grains to air pollution in order to 
find out why the ensuing chemical reaction makes 
the proteins even more aggressive and harmful to 
allergy sufferers. Their discovery also provides a 
clue to the mechanism behind the phenomenon of 
‘thunderstorm’ asthma, which sent thousands of 
people to hospital in Melbourne in 2016, causing 10 
deaths. 

Even worse, as shown by Charlotte Sindt and her team 
at the RNSA in Lyon, France, the amount of pollen in 
our air is generally on the increase, due to the impact 
of climate change which is bringing new invasive - 
and heavily pollen-producing plants such as ragweed 
- to Europe. According to botanist Tom Ogren in 
California, a factor he calls ‘botanical sexism’ is 
also to blame, with city planners favouring male, i.e. 
pollen-producing, trees and shrubs in public spaces. 
Tom investigates if the planting of more female trees 
could help to reduce allergies in our cities.

2/ MODERN LIFESTYLE 

Our modern lifestyle, too, is favouring allergies. 
Our investigation continues in Davos, Switzerland, 
where Cezmi Akdis, director of the Swiss Institute 
of Allergy and Asthma Research, has performed 
ground-breaking research: has our obsession with 
removing germs from our households - with the help 

of chemical detergents and cleaning fluids - opened 
a Pandora’s Box? Are allergies the price we pay for 
germ-free bathroom floors, crisp white sheets, and 
wineglasses that only sparkle if we pop a blue tablet 
into our dishwasher? 

3/ THE ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS
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Researchers have also made progress with regard 
to new allergy treatments, giving hope to millions 
of sufferers. Meeting a family in France, we 
follow the progress of their son’s treatment with 
immunotherapy; gradually, the small patient learns 
to tolerate minute amounts of peanuts, which makes 
all the difference to him and his Mum: now, he is 
no longer at risk from being surprised by ‘hidden’ 
amounts of the allergen, for instance, in a snack or 
a cake. In New York at Regeneron, we meet Jamie 
Orengo, who fills us in on her research on ‘biotherapy’, 
a range of new treatments aiming to cut allergic 
reactions at a much earlier stage. In other words, 
instead of treating the symptoms which cause much 
suffering, the allergy is to be prevented from taking 
off in the first place.

Our journey continues with a visit to a farm in 
Oregon, where Tom and Meredith Lundgren breed 

hypo-allergenic cats, following a principle of their 
own: instead of targeting the allergy sufferer, how 
about reducing the amount of the actual allergen? 
The Lundgren’s share their process of testing and 
breeding, which starts with elaborate samples 
taken to a lab, and ends with a client picking up and 
caressing his new kitten as a final test.

Last but not least, the film will feature some 
revolutionary advances that have been made with 
regard to the prevention of allergies. In Germany and 
Switzerland, scientists are working on bringing the 
essence of the ‘farm effect’ to kids even in the cities. 
And at King’s College in London, Gideon Lack asked 
himself why Israeli children rarely suffer from peanut 
allergies, and embarked on a seminal, seven-year 
study that ended up turning the current approach to 
allergy prevention completely on its head. 

3/ NEW TREATMENTS? 

The conclusion of the film is provided via final 
statements from our experts, combined with images/
flashbacks from the film, suggesting ways forward 
which go beyond science and health, and put allergies 
into context with some of the more far-reaching 
challenges facing modern urban society: in addition 
to fighting symptoms and improving prevention 
methods, the true war may have to be fought against 

bigger enemies, such as bad eating habits, pollution 
and climate change. This will require action from 
many agents, including manufacturers, lobbyists and 
policymakers. 

Can we square the circle of progress, commercial 
interests and public health? The well-being of the 
next generation is at risk. 

CONCLUSION
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The film will contain a rich palette of images, all the 
way from the macro scale (travel all across the planet; 
hands-on experiments indoors and outdoors) to the 
micro world (GoPro cameras; optical microscopy 
producing stunning images of pollen and diesel 
particles; the inner workings of the “1,000 Genomes 
Project”).

LOCATIONS

Crossing the globe, the fight against allergies will 
take us to some surprising and visually attractive 
locations, from a former tuberculosis hospital in 
Davos, Switzerland, now turned epicentre of allergy 
research, to the remote homesteads of the Amish 
community in Pennsylvania in the US, an experimental 
farm in Japan, a vast biotechnology lab in New York, 
as well as scenes of a “pollen storm” taking over a city 
in Australia.

ARCHIVE

We will pay witness to the modern obsession with 
germs - and the resulting allergy risk - by combining 
black and white public information films (1950s) 
with colourful vintage ads promoting detergents 
and the use of dishwashers (1960s/1970s). For our 
Japan sequence, we are sourcing rare images of the 

frenzied post-war building boom. We will also catch 
brief glimpses of city life more than a century ago - the 
time when allergies were still extremely few and far 
between, and mainly affected the urban wealthy.

GRAPHICS & ANIMATION

We will use a series of intuitive graphics and 
animations to visualise the complex mechanisms 
of an allergy in an accessible way. Example: the 
“misunderstanding” that leads the body’s immune 
cells to launch a hostile response to a harmless 
foodstuff will be visualised by a peanut turning into 
an “enemy” submarine and then back again into an 
inoffensive peanut. The step-by-step explanation 
of the exaggerated and inappropriate defense 
mounted by antibodies will be visually inspired by 
the iconography of “high security” and the Cold War 
(barbed wire, war heads and missiles, a Red Button 
for the extreme reaction leading to anaphylactic 
shock, etc.).

Microscopic images of pollen and house dust will be 
enhanced by adding colours, zooms and movements, 
inviting the eye to discover a hidden world.

Maps - like Homo Sapiens’ journey of expansion in 
a world full of new pathogens, or the daily pollen 
forecast on Japanese television - will be animated in 
an engaging way.

VISUAL & CREATIVE APPROACH
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New insights with regard to the CAUSES

- Institut Pasteur: The role of genes passed down to 
us from our ancestors, such as Neanderthals and 
Denisovans.

- Stanford / Yale University: The possible origins of 
allergies as an ancient protective mechanism gone 
awry.

- Max-Planck-Society / Réseau National de 
Surveillance Aérobiologique / RNSA / Melbourne 
University & other experts: The impact of new 
environmental factors, such as air pollution and 
climate change. City planning and the role of 
‘botanical sexism’.

-  The Swiss Institute of Allergy and Asthma Research: 
Does too much cleanliness - with the help of ordinary 
household detergents - pave the way for allergies?

- Universities of Munich / Pennsylvania / Arizona: 
What can we learn from the ‘farm effect’ and the 
fact that the Amish and country children have fewer 
allergies.

Cutting edge research into new TREATMENTS

- Meaux hospital, France / Regeneron, US: Recent 
advances in immunotherapy and biotherapy, with 
more new research on the horizon.

- The science of hypoallergenic cats: ‘Treating’ the 
allergen rather than the patient.

Long-term solutions: PREVENTION

-  Universities of Munich & Zurich: The ‘farm effect’ is 
inspiring new prevention methods.

- King’s College, UK: The results of a seminal seven-
year study, involving thousands of children, which 
radically changed the approach to the prevention of 
allergies in childhood.

SCIENCE OVERVIEW

WRITER / DIRECTOR: COSIMA DANNORITZER
Cosima Dannoritzer (*1965, Germany) is a 
documentary filmmaker with a special interest in 
science, ecology, history and the impact of technology 
on society. She has worked for broadcasters such as 
the BBC, Arte, TVE, and TVC.
Her film about the history of planned obsolescence, 
THE LIGHT BULB CONSPIRACY (2010, Prêt à jeter), 
was broadcast in 30+ countries, won 12 international 
festival awards, and inspired a new law in France. 
For THE E-WASTE TRAGEDY (2014, La tragédie 
électronique), she travelled to Africa, the US, 
China and around Europe to investigate the illegal 
trafficking of electronic waste. The film was screened 
at numerous festivals as well as at Interpol and 
the World Resources Forum. In the award-winning 
TIME THIEVES (2018, Le temps, c’est de l’argent), she 
investigates the monetisation of time. MEGAFIRES 
(2020, Incendies géants) looks at the causes of 
the catastrophic wildfires which are increasingly 
plaguing forests all around the globe. Winner of the 
Rushdocs Audience Award 2019.

CHIEF GRAPHIC DESIGNER / ANIMATION 
STORYBOARDS: JUAN CARLOS BENEYTO
Juan Carlos Beneyto (*1960, Spain) is a painter, 
illustrator and comic book artist based in Barcelona, 
Spain. His paintings and sculptures have been 
exhibited in galleries and arts centres in Spain, 
Germany and the US.
As a comic-book artist, he worked for several years 
for Kodansha in Tokyo, the prestigious Japanese 
manga publisher, creating monthly stories featuring 
his comic-book character “Kabel”; a monograph of 
the best stories appeared later in Japan and Spain.
He is also the illustrator of several books of stories 
and poetry (“Simetries”; “Contes breus de Calders”; 
“Hecho con el dedo”). His work as an illustrator and 
graphic designer includes publicity materials for 
arts events as well as a participation in the exhibition 
‘Amnesty International Meets Oper Frankfurt’ in 
Germany.

THE TEAM 
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