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Most people in sunny south Florida enjoy going to the beach, swimming, diving, sailing and other forms of water sports.  Problems can arise however, and we need to know what to do when this happens.  As a local Family Physician and Emergency Department physician I have seen a lot of those problems.  I would like to share some of the more common dilemmas that people find themselves in, and suggest some quick and easy solutions.

Sea Lice have been attributed to many different organisms, from sea-anenome larvae to seaweed and jellyfish tentacles.  This itchy rash usually develops on areas where a bathing suit has covered the skin and allowed a thin film of seawater to remain after the swimmer leaves the ocean.  As the last bit of water dries up, the organism dies and leaves behind a residue that is very irritating to the unfortunate host/killer.  Local application of ice can remove the itch very rapidly, although on a temporary basis.  Secondary infection of the skin due to excessive scratching is a possibility.  Local steroid therapy with agents such as cortisone usually help, although systemic medication (by mouth of injection) may be needed.   Theoretically, most cases could be avoided if nobody wore bathing suits!

Jellyfish are the most common culprits for inflicting harm on bathers and beach-goers.  Stings can even be acquired from handling jellyfish that have been dead for over a day, or from seaweed that contains small tentacles.  Injuries can be minimized by brushing the tentacles off and using a caking agent such as baking soda and water.  Fresh water can cause the stinger-cells to release more poison, it should not be used alone.  Severe allergic reactions will require a physician's care, but most injuries can be handled with antihistamines for the itch and topical hydrocortisone creams for the inflammation.

Venomous fish include the bony fish such as catfish, lionfish, scorpionfish & stonefish, as well as stingrays.  The bony fish usually inject a poison from a spine along their back-often when they are stepped on.  The toxin is deactivated by heat in most instances, immerse the injury in water as hot as you can stand it for surprisingly rapid relief.  Stingray's burrow into the sand and strike with a serrated barbed appendage at the base of the tail.  This typically happens when they are stepped on by an unwary bather. The wound is usually a small laceration that has pain disproportionate to the wound, again hot water can provide relief.  Tetanus shots may need to be updated, and infections that can be severe are possible.

Sea urchins and coral produce dirty puncture wounds and lacerations that are contaminated with foreign material and marine toxins that can slow healing and increase scarring and pain.   Hot water irrigation is helpful, with removal of the toxin containing slime by using soap.  Try to remove sea urchin spines if possible--it is very difficult because they are barbed and break under the skin.  If they cannot be completely removed, the body will absorb them with time.  Hydrogen peroxide scrubbing of coral cuts will help decrease the chance of infection, although chloramphenicol ointment is sometimes needed.

Swimmer's ear (otitis externa) is more common in those of us with excess ear wax (cerumin), skin abnormalities of the ear canal, and bony outgrowths called exostosis in the ear canal that prevent water from draining out completely.  An easy way to prevent this is by mixing a half and half solution of distilled white vinegar and rubbing alcohol (or cheap vodka).  The organism responsible for this affliction likes a moist, alkaline environment.  The ear cocktail acidifies and dries the ear.  It can be very effective when used after swimming and may help clear a very early infection.  More severe infections usually have ear wax and pus from the infection.  The ear must be cleaned before medications will be effective--you will need to see a doctor for help and a prescription.

Contact dermatitis can occur from masks, goggles, swimsuits, bathing caps and other articles.  Topical steroid creams with antihistamines for the itch usually provide quick relief.

Marine-acquired skin infections can be a bit more complicated to treat than those that occur from injury on dry land.  Unusual organisms related to the tuberculosis  and cholera families can cause them and require special therapies such as chloramphenicol, aminoglycoside, and minocycline treatments.

Finally, some people seem to be "allergic" to water.   It is possible for these unfortunate few to have an angioedematous reaction with swelling, itch, and local discomfort after exposure to water that is to cold.

Play safe and enjoy our local waters this summer!
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