
  

Allergic Contact Dermatitis 

Contact dermatitis is a type of allergy that requires direct 
contact between the substance and skin. The most common 
causes of contact dermatitis are plants, especially 
"Wandering Jew" (Tradescantia spp.), “Moses in the Cradle” 
(Rhoeo spp.)  and other members of the Commelinceae 
(succulent ground covers) family. Other common causes 
include concrete, floor polishes and other chemicals. 
Because the substance MUST touch the skin we do not 
usually suspect contact allergy when hairy areas are 
affected with the dermatitis.  

Diagnosis of contact dermatitis is sometimes 
straightforward, on other occasions it may require 
avoidance trials. How these trials are performed will be 
discussed with you in detail at the time of your 
consultation. Sometimes closed patch testing may be 
required. This involves physically placing suspected 
allergens on the skin and leaving them in place for up to 72 
hours and assessing the immune response to the plant or 
chemical. 
 

Diagnosis 

KEY POINTS 

Requires direct contact of the “bald” skin 
with the substance 

Common plants include Moses in the Cradle 
(Rhoeo), Wandering Jew (Tradescantia sp), 
other succulent ground covers and Gravelias 

Common man made allergens include 
concrete and floor polishes 

Prevention is via direct avoidance, either by 
elimination of the allergen  from the 
environment or body suits 

If avoidance is not possible, some 
medication will be needed to control the 
irritation 

There is NO cure 

Patch testing 

Causes skin to become red and very itchy, 
with thickening developing over time. 
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Medical treatment of contact allergy once 
it has arisen usually requires cortisone 
(antihistamines and other simple 
treatments are usually not enough). If the 
substance can be physically avoided then 
following shampooing, the dermatitis 
should settle within 7-10 days.  
 
Prevention of recurrence of contact 
dermatitis relies primarily on avoidance of 
physical contact. This may be achieved by 
removal of the plant (or substance) if 
possible, but may also involve the use of a 
lycra bodysuit to avoid offending contact 
allergens.   
 
In more mild cases topical cortisone 
sprays, creams or lotions can be 
incorporated into the treatment regime to 
reduce inflammation.  Other systemic 
medications can also be used if avoidance 
is impossible. 
 

Treatment 

Lycra body suits protect the skin from 
contacting the environmental allergen 

Common Plants  

Buffalo grass (more a 
problem in North Qld) 

Moses in the Cradle 
(Rhoeo spp) 

Wandering Jew 
(Tradescantia spp) 
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