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Swimmer’s Itch 

 

What is swimmer’s itch? 

Swimmer’s itch is a rash caused by an allergic reaction 

to certain microscopic parasites that infect birds and 

animals.  These parasites are released from infected 

snails into fresh and salt water.  The infection is found 

throughout the world and is more frequent during 

summer months. 

 

How do you get it? 

You get it by swimming or wading in waters 

contaminated with the parasite.  The parasite larvae 

burrow into human skin and causes allergic reaction and 

rash. The risk of being infected is greater in shallow 

water by the shoreline with warm temperature.  

Although anyone can get swimmer’s itch, children are 

infected more often since they tend to swim, wade, and 

play in the shallow water more than adults. Also, they 

are less likely to towel dry themselves when leaving the 

water.  Person-to-person spread does not occur, since 

these larvae cannot develop in a human and die soon.   

 

What are the symptoms of swimmer‘s itch? 

First you may experience tingling, burning, or itching of 

the skin.  Small reddish pimples appear within 12 hours.  

Pimples may develop into small blisters.    Itching may 

last up to a week or more, but will go away gradually.  

Scratching the areas may result in secondary bacterial 

infection.  Because swimmer’s itch is caused by allergic 

reaction, the more often you are exposed to 

contaminated water, the more intense and immediate 

symptoms of swimmer’s itch will be.     

When do symptoms start? 

The first symptoms can begin within a few minutes to 

days of exposure to the contaminated water. 

 

 

 

What is the treatment for swimmer’s itch? 

Most cases of swimmer's itch do not require medical 

attention. If you have a rash, you may try the following 

for relief: 

 Use corticosteroid cream 

 Apply cool compresses to the affected areas 

 Bathe in Epsom salts or baking soda 

 Soak in colloidal oatmeal baths 

 Apply baking soda paste to the rash (made by 

stirring water into baking soda until it reaches a 

paste-like consistency) 

 Use an anti-itch lotion 

If itching is severe, your doctor may recommend a 

prescription medication.   

Although it is very difficult, try not to scratch. 

Scratching may cause the rash to become infected. 

 

How do you keep from getting it? 

 Do not swim in areas where swimmer's itch is a 

known problem or where signs have been posted 

warning of unsafe water. 

 Do not swim near or wade in marshy areas 

where snails are commonly found.   

 Towel dry or shower immediately after leaving 

the water.   

 Use protective gears such as rubber wading 

boots as needed.  

 Do not attract birds to areas where people are 

swimming.   

 Appling waterproof sunscreen before entering 

the water may provide protection 

 

 

For more information, see CDC’s website. 

https://www.cdc.gov/parasites/swimmersitch/health_prof

essionals/index.html  
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