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For the KBIA Health & Wealth Desk, I’m Katelynn McIlwain. 

Often when Missourians receive an alpha-gal syndrome diagnosis, they don’t know where to start – beyond simply not eating red meat. 

KBIA’s Rebecca Smith reports on some in southern Missouri who are trying to help people adapt to their new diets. 
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Jessica Overcast lives in the small Douglas County town of Ava in rural southern Missouri. 

She vividly remembers her first trip to the grocery store after learning that her daughter, Lyla, has alpha-gal syndrome — a tickborne condition that can cause allergic reactions to red meats and other mammal-derived products.

(:XX) I just, I sat there with this app that they said to use to figure out what she could eat, and I cried in the aisleway because I was like, “I don't know what to feed my kid anymore.” All the things that were, like, our go-to easy meals were no longer our go-to easy meals. She couldn't have them.

And it wasn’t JUST about figuring out what foods to avoid… 

(:XX) It was medication, it was lotions, it was soaps because she was still having reactions initially, and we couldn't figure out why — and it was her hand soap. 

Many in the alpha-gal community talk about “hidden” sources of alpha-galactose, the sugar molecule that actually causes the allergic reaction. 

Some of these include gelatin, which comes from the skin and bones of mammals. 

Then there’s “natural flavors” — a vague term that isn’t specifically defined or regulated and MAY include products from mammalian sources. 

And there’s also carrageenan [keh-ruh-GHEE-nuhn], which comes from red seaweed, but also contains the alpha-galactose sugar. It’s commonly used as a stabilizer in all sorts of foods, which means it can pop up in foods one might EXPECT to be safe, including turkey lunch meat and some alternative milks. 
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(:XX) Just because a label says it might be vegan does not necessarily mean it's alpha-gal friendly… 

That’s Maddie Clemons. She’s a registered dietitian who works IN the Hy-Vee grocery stores in Springfield. This area of the country appears to have a heavy burden of alpha-gal. 

(:XX) And so that's also a big part of what we do, is going over that, because everyone understands the meat and meat byproducts, but they don't understand a lot of those hidden ingredients. 

Clemons says she sees a LOT of patients with alpha-gal who are looking for guidance. So, a few years ago, her team started posting signs around the store on products that were verified as alpha-gal safe. 
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(:XX) We also have a list — so, it's front and back four pages long, of all of the different items that we have, including some of those supplements, some of those protein supplements as well. And then we also have some hidden ingredient handouts. And then we also keep copies of some recipes, just to kind of get people started. 

It’s important to note that not everyone with alpha-gal has reactions to these ingredients. In fact it’s considered pretty rare. Specialists say that most people with alpha-gal syndrome don’t have reactions to non-meat products, which have relatively low levels of the alpha-galactose sugar. 

And they warn that eliminating TOO much from one’s diet can lead to malnutrition and disordered eating.
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Jessica Overcast says she’s gotten a bit more used to things since her daughter, Lyla, was diagnosed two years ago. 

She’s learned how to determine if a food is alpha-gal safe and even been able to modify her “famous” lasagna recipe. Here’s 12-year-old Lyla and 9-year-old Adelynn. 

(:XX) I just love my mom's lasagna… Well, now she makes it everything free, and it's delicious. 

But since Lyla’s diagnosis, two more of her young kids — Adelynn and Jackson — have been diagnosed with the condition. As has she. 

So, she and husband, Matthew, have made more changes — They’ve increased their flock of chickens and have bought some emu, so they have more alpha-gal friendly food options at home. And Matthew ran for Missouri state representative and won. 

He says learning from his own family’s experiences, he’s now hoping to move the legislative needle on alpha-gal. 

I’m Rebcca Smith. KBIA News. 

