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MRSA Skin Infections – It is Not a Spider Bite
Lately a lot of attention is being paid to a skin infection known called “MRSA”.  MRSA stands for Methicillin Resistant Staphylococcus aureus.  Staphylococcus aureus (or Staph – pronounced “staff) is a resident bacterium on our skin and in our environment.  Staph is normally found on the skin or in the nose of healthy people. As one of our resident bacterium Staph does not usually cause problems for healthy people.  However, some Staph bacteria have become resistant to commonly used antibiotics (methicillin, penicillin).  This resistant kind of Staph is called MRSA.

MRSA infections on the skin can be a pimple, rash, boil or an open wound.  Often people think that they have a "spider bite" when what they really have is a MRSA skin infection.  

MRSA infections may also include symptoms like redness, warmth, swelling, skin tenderness or blisters.  Sometimes the MRSA infection causes minor problems that, if not treated, may become a more serious skin infection or generalize infection.  

MRSA bacteria can live on the skin and objects for 24 hours or more.  The bacteria can rub off the skin of an infected person during skin-to-skin contact or get onto the skin from a shared object like towels, bars of soap, razors, clothing and athletic equipment.

You can keep yourself and your family safe from MRSA infection by:

· Practicing good basic hygiene.

· Clean your hands frequently with soap and water or alcohol-based hand rubs.  Rub your hands with soap or with alcohol-based hand rub for at least 20 seconds.

· Keep cuts and scrapes clean.

· Clean your hands both before and after touching a skin wound.

· Never share personal items.

· Avoid skin contact with anyone you think could has an infection.

Participants in sports are especially at risk for MRSA skin infections.  Take these steps to avoid sports related MRSA infections:

· Cover all wounds.  If a wound cannot be covered you should not participate in practice or games.

· Shower with soap and water after all practices and games.

· Let your coach know when there is notsoap or hot water in the locker room.

· Never share towels or other personal equipment.

· Clean your equipment frequently (helmets, pads, uniforms).

· Wipe down exercise equipment and weights after each use with a disinfectant.

· Report all skin wounds to your coach.

If you have a skin wound that might be infected: 

· Never "pop" or open any boil or sore.

· See your doctor or visit the emergency room as soon as possible.

· Depending on the severity of the infection, the doctor may drain the wound and may do a wound culture.

· Early treatment can help to prevent the infection from getting worse.

If your doctor tells you that you have an infection be sure that you:

· Follow directions from your doctor closely, even when you start to feel better or the infection starts to heal.

· If the doctor orders an antibiotic be sure to take all of the pills so that the bacteria do not become stronger and even more antibiotic-resistant.

If you have been told by your doctor that you have a MRSA skin infection you can keep others from becoming infected by:

· Keeping the infection covered with clean, dry bandages.  Puss from infected wound is very contagious.

· Clean your hands frequently, especially after changing bandages or touching the infected area.

· Clean your bathroom, kitchen, other rooms and personal items often.  

· Wash clothes in hot water and, if possible, with bleach.

· Dry clothes in a hot dryer, rather than hanging to dry.

· Always tell any healthcare provider who treats you that you have had a MRSA infection.

More information on Staph, MRSA and protecting yourself and your family from skin infections is found at these websites:

Centers for Disease Control: http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/dhqp/ar_mrsa_ca.html
State of NH Public Health: http://www.dhhs.nh.gov/DHHS/CDCS/staph.htm
If you have any topics that you would like to see discussed in this column please call Maryanne at (603) 747-9189 or email maldrich@cottagehospital.org. 

