
The WHO International Medical Guide for Ships* reports most cases of dermatitis seen 
onboard ship arise from irritation of the skin by substances that have been handled or 
misused. Occasionally the cause is allergy.
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Contact Dermatitis

What is Contact Dermatitis?

Contact dermatitis is a type of eczema 
triggered by contact with a particular 
substance.

Dermatitis is the medical term for skin 
irritation and inflammation. Contact 
Dermatitis is an allergic or irritant reaction 
triggered by contact with a particular 
substance that results in a red itchy rash.  
The name indicates how contact between 
the skin and some irritating substance, or 
perhaps an allergic reaction to it causes 
this condition to develop.

However as this is not always possible, 
you may consider to consult a medical 
professional and then might be advised 
to use:

• Emollients – moisturisers applied to the 
skin to stop it becoming dry.

• Topical corticosteroids – steroid 
ointments and creams applied to the 
skin to relieve severe symptoms.

In severe cases, a doctor may prescribe 
oral corticosteroids to reduce 
inflammation, antihistamines to relieve 
itching or antibiotics to fight a bacterial 
infection.

Prevention

The best way to prevent contact 
dermatitis is to avoid contact with the 
allergens or irritants that cause your 
symptoms. However as this is not always 
possible general prevention steps include 
the following –

• Wearing protective clothing or gloves. 
Face masks, goggles, gloves and other 
protective items can shield skin from 
irritating substances.

• Application of a barrier cream or gel.  
These products can provide a protective 
layer for your skin.

• Using moisturiser. Regularly applying 
moisturising lotions can help restore 
your skin’s outermost layer and keep 
skin supple.

• Wash your skin. It may be possible to 
remove the allergic substance if skin is 
washed immediately after coming into 
contact with it. Use mild fragrance free 
soap and rinse completely.

*Source – WHO Medical Guide for Ships 
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle
/10665/43814/9789240682313_eng.p
df?sequence=1

The Causes

Contact dermatitis can be caused by an 
irritant or an allergen. It is important to 
differentiate between irritant contact 
dermatitis and allergic contact dermatitis.

• Irritant contact dermatitis is the most 
common type and causes inflammation 
from exposure to a substance that 
directly damages the outer layer of skin.

 Common irritants are soaps, bleach and 
detergents, solvents and regular 
contact with water.

• Allergic contact dermatitis – contact 
with a substance that causes your 
immune system to respond in a way that 
causes an allergic reaction on the skin. 
It can affect the area that came into 
contact with the allergen but may also 
be triggered by something that enters 
the body via foods, flavourings and 
medicines.

 Common allergens include metals 
(like nickel), cosmetic products, 
chemicals or paint products, fragrances 
and preservatives.

Signs and Symptoms

Signs and symptoms of contact dermatitis 
include a red rash, itching (which may be 
severe), dry cracked scaly skin, bumps 
and blisters – sometimes with oozing 
and crusting. Swelling, burning or 
tenderness.

Symptoms may develop within minutes 
to hours of exposure to an irritating 
substance.

• Irritant contact dermatitis – the rash 
tends to come on quickly in response to 
an irritating substance.

• Allergic contact dermatitis – the body 
has an allergic reaction to a substance 
(allergen) it doesn’t like.  It can 
sometimes take several days after 
exposure for a rash to develop.

Treatment

If the substance causing your contact 
dermatitis can be identified, and avoided, 
symptoms should improve and may even 
clear up completely.
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However as this is not always possible, 
you may consider to consult a medical 
professional and then might be advised 
to use:

• Emollients – moisturisers applied to the
skin to stop it becoming dry.

• Topical corticosteroids – steroid
ointments and creams applied to the
skin to relieve severe symptoms.

In severe cases, a doctor may prescribe 
oral corticosteroids to reduce 
inflammation, antihistamines to relieve 
itching or antibiotics to fight a bacterial 
infection.

Prevention

The best way to prevent contact 
dermatitis is to avoid contact with the 
allergens or irritants that cause your 
symptoms. However as this is not always 
possible general prevention steps include 
the following –

• Wearing protective clothing or gloves.
Face masks, goggles, gloves and other
protective items can shield skin from
irritating substances.

• Application of a barrier cream or gel.
These products can provide a protective
layer for your skin.

• Using moisturiser. Regularly applying
moisturising lotions can help restore
your skin’s outermost layer and keep
skin supple.

• Wash your skin. It may be possible to
remove the allergic substance if skin is
washed immediately after coming into
contact with it. Use mild fragrance free
soap and rinse completely.

*Source – WHO Medical Guide for Ships
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle
/10665/43814/9789240682313_eng.p
df?sequence=1
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Stuart Last
Crew Health Member Administrator

Direct: +44 20 7204 2413
Email: stuart.last@thomasmiller.com

Stuart joined Thomas Miller in 1998 as a
claims trainee for UK P&I Club’s Greek
Members. In April 2005 Stuart joined
Crew Health as the Team Administrator.
Stuart is responsible for co-ordination of
Member entries and administration for the
clinic approval process.

Sophia Bullard
Crew Health Programme Director

Direct: +44 20 7204 2417
Email: sophia.bullard@thomasmiller.com

Sophia joined Thomas Miller in 1992 and
from 1994 worked as a claims handler
dealing mainly with French and Spanish
Members. In 2004, Sophia became the
Crew Health Programme Director. Sophia
has undertaken a large number of clinic
audits, implemented the standard medical

form and clinic guidelines. She has also lead the scheme
through the largest period of growth and development with a
doubling of approved clinic facilities and a four fold member
increase. Sophia is a Director of Thomas Miller & Co. Ltd.

Saidul Alom
Crew Health Fees Administrator

Direct: +44 20 7204 2968
Email: saidul.alom@thomasmiller.com

Saidul Alom joined Crew Health from the
European Region Service Team in 2004.
Saidul provides administrative support to
the Crew Health programme and is
responsible for liaison with the approved
clinics on financial billing matters and
ensuring prompt payment of all clinic fees.

The Club was the first to launch a crew health scheme in 1996 due to increasing
crew illness claims and a lack of accountability of clinics. Since 1996, the Crew
Health programme has become one of the Club’s leading loss prevention initiatives.
The aim of the programme is to reduce the volume and value of crew illness claims
which are caused by a pre-existing illnesses or disease. These underlying conditions
often impact on the crew member’s fitness for service and can endanger not only
the health of the seafarer but also the onboard safety of other crew.


