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Ringworm

Author: Judi Vogt, DVM of Humane Society of Charlotte

Despite its misleading name, “Ringworm” is not caused by a worm, and it doesn’t always manifest as a ring.  Ringworm is actually a skin condition caused by several types of fungi.   It is highly contagious and can be difficult to treat and eradicate from the environment.

The Ringworm fungus thrives in warm, humid environments.  It grows within the hair follicle, causes hair loss and skin inflammation, and also produces spores that then can infect other animals.  These spores survive for a long time in the environment and this contributes to its spread.  Contact between animals, as well as with things like infected brushes, bedding, carpets, and other sources of hair, dust  and dirt can spread the ringworm fungus. 

Ringworm can infect both animals and people.  The classic lesion is a circular area of hair loss, with reddened scaly skin within the void.  It is often very itchy.  Ringworm is often called “The Great Masquerader” because the skin disease can present in many other ways as well.  Any skin infection that presents with hair loss and abnormal skin could potentially be Ringworm.  There are also animals that display no skin lesions themselves, but are inapparent carriers of the fungus.

Diagnosis of Ringworm cannot be made by physical examination of the skin itself.  A special light called a “Wood’s Lamp” can be used to help with the diagnosis.  When looked at under this light, some Ringworm fungi will glow a bright green color.  While useful as a screening tool, the Wood’s Lamp will only pick up about half of the positive Ringworm cases.  Microscopic examination of plucked hairs can also sometimes diagnose an infection, but is still often inaccurate.  The best and most accurate way to diagnose Ringworm is through a culture.  Infected skin and hair is placed on a special growth medium and allowed to grow for up to 3 weeks.  During this time the fungus will appear and then can be examined and its type determined.  These tests can be performed by your veterinarian.

Treatment of a Ringworm infection can vary from a just tincture of time to a very intensive and lengthy process. Mild cases in young animals will often resolve spontaneously on their own in a few months.   Other cases require topical antifungals such as miconazole, chlortrimazole, and iodine solutions.  There are numerous lotions, creams, and shampoos that are used to fight mild fungal infections.

In more severe cases, whole body dips such as Lime Sulfur are used several times a week for six or more weeks.  Oral antifungal medicines can also be given in conjunction with the dips.  All treatments are given until at least two cultures, two weeks apart, are negative. 

In addition to treatment of the infected animal, the animal’s environment must also be treated.   The only disinfectant shown to kill the spores is bleach diluted into a 1:10 solution, with a contact time of 10 minutes.  More importantly, all hair and dust must be removed from the area.  Electrostatic cleaners such as “Swifer” products are excellent for removal of hair from surfaces.  Bedding should be washed separately in bleach at a very high temperature.  Vacuuming must be done judiciously, as it may just cause dispersal of the infected hair.  Carpets should be steam cleaned, and air filters and ducts must be cleaned.

Despite the problematic diagnosis, treatment and environmental clean-up faced when dealing with Ringworm, there is good news.  The infection is actually very uncommon in healthy adult animals.  The infection is most serious in the very young, especially kittens, long-haired cats and also in individual animals that are immunocompromised such as a Feline Aids (FIV) positive cat.  Large populations of animals, such as animal shelters, catteries, and feral colonies are most likely to have cases of Ringworm and inapparent carriers.  Since Ringworm is transmittable to humans, caution should be taken when handling animals from these populations, as well as when dealing with an unknown animal such as a stray.  Wearing gloves, washing hands and arms thoroughly, and washing exposed clothing is very important in avoiding exposure to Ringworm.  This is a disease where an ounce of prevention is certainly worth a pound of cure.

