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Nail Salon Health Hazards  
 
That Manicure or Pedicure Could Make You 
Sick 

May 1, 2002 - Before heading to the local salon for 
a manicure or pedicure, be forewarned. You could 
wind up with more than a new shade of polish. As 
110 unlucky folks in Santa Cruz, Calif., learned, 
you might also take home a nasty infection.  

In late September 2000, a dermatologist in Santa 
Cruz contacted the county board of health after 
several patients began showing up at her office 
with similar, treatment-resistant skin abscesses or 
boils on their lower legs. She told officials that all 
five people had recently had a pedicure in one of 
the whirlpool foot bath chairs at a single salon. 
These recliner-type chairs have an integral 
footbath with recirculating water that reaches to 
just below the patron's knees.  

The county called in Kevin L. Winthrop, MD, a 
CDC medical epidemiologist with the State of 
California Department of Health Services, to 
investigate. "We visited the salon, reviewed and 
watched the procedure, and took cultures of the 
[sick] women's legs and the foot bath filter 
screens," he tells WebMD. The screens had never 
been removed for cleaning, and tremendous 
amounts of hair, skin, and organic debris had built 
up.  

Laboratory tests revealed massive amounts of the 
same unusual bacteria Mycobacterium fortuitum  in 
both the filter screens and patients' sores. It is a 
common bug normally found in quantities too 
small to be a problem.  
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"That sealed it and told us the source of the 
infection," says Winthrop. The salon owners 
closed the shop voluntarily in early October 2001.  

Winthrop's team eventually identified 110 people 
who'd been infected. "No one died and no one 
hospitalized, but there are still some people being 
treated now," he told WebMD in 2001. "We 
anticipate that many will require plastic surgery, 
because these boils can be very disfiguring."  

He originally presented the findings at a medical 
conference in Atlanta. The research has now been 
published in the May 2 issue of The New England 
Journal of Medicine.  

Winthrop called the situation "very unusual." The 
vast amount of organic debris in the poorly 
maintained spa chairs provided "a breeding 
ground for microorganisms." Even occasional 
cleaning would have prevented the outbreak. But 
with no specific laws and only vague 
manufacturer's guidelines for maintaining the 
chairs, the salon owners had never anticipated a 
problem.  

Last year, James Goldstene, chief of the California 
Bureau of Barbering and Cosmetology, which 
worked directly with federal and state officials on 
the investigation, told WebMD that emergency 
sanitation guidelines for the chairs had been put in 
place and should significantly reduce that 
particular hazard. Those changes have now 
become law, and other states are currently looking 
into similar regulations.  

And those portable, self-contained, footbaths 
normally used for pedicures? Because they are 
easily emptied and cleaned between clients, they 
are unlikely to harbor dangerous levels of bacteria, 
says Winthrop.  

So chances are you will not get a horrific infection 
like the one that hit in Santa Cruz. But don't get 
too comfortable. There are other dangers lurking.  

"The biggest problem is what's known as nail 
fungus. It's a communicable disease," says Ollie 
Pendley, first vice president of the National-
Interstate Council of State Boards of Cosmetology. 
"Another is ringworm. Also, both the drills that are 
sometimes used and cuticle pushing can damage 
the matrix of the nail, causing permanent loss or 
deformity."  

Pendley, a licensed master cosmetologist, is a 
retired cosmetology instructor for the Georgia 
State Public School System and an educational 
consultant in cosmetology.  
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Licensed nail technicians are trained to identify 
skin conditions and diseases and to know which 
are communicable and thus unsafe to work on. "If 
and when we recognize a disorder that needs to 
be seen by medical experts, our responsibility is to 
suggest that the client sees a doctor for treatment. 
There's not a law, per se, but it's the ethics taught 
in their training."  

Before you let technicians touch you, says 
Pendley, "ask to see their license. Is the name on 
the license [that of] the person sitting in the chair?" 
It's not yet law, but Pendley's organization is 
working with legislators to make photographs on 
all cosmetology licenses a requirement.  

As soon as you enter a salon, let your senses tip 
you off to potential problems, the experts tell 
WebMD. While you wait, watch to see what each 
technician does between customers.  

"Eyeball around and look at the cleanliness. If 
there's a lot of dust and nail debris, they haven't 
cleaned," says Pendley. "They are supposed to 
completely clear everything off of the table and 
sanitize their hands between clients. Make sure all 
implements are completely submerged in a 
hospital-grade disinfectant, and are lifted out with 

More Useful Everyday

 MSN Home    |   Hotmail   |   Search    |   Shopping   |   Money   |   People & Chat 

©2002 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. Terms of Use Advertise TRUSTe Approved Privacy Statement GetNetWise 

Page 3 of 3

5/11/02http://content.health.msn.com/content/article/1689.52766

http://content.health.msn.com/content/article/1689.52766

