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Out of 618 cases of contact dermatitis due to various contactants, plant dermatitis was
seen in 90 cases (14-56 per cent). Majority of the patients were farmers in the age group
of 41-50 years. Def nite histcry of contact with the plants could be elicited in 60 per

cent of the cases.

The clinical picturc of plant dermatitis was that of chronic dermatitis

affecting exposed parts with seasonal relapses and remissions. Majority (82:22 per
cent) of the cases of contact dermatitis due to plants showed positive patch test reactions

to one or the other plants.

Maximum number of positive patch tests was observed

with Parthenium hysterophorus (26:66 per cent).

It is now well established that certain
individuals can te censitized to ordinary
substances of daily use and reaction pro-
duced in them on subsequent exposures.
Plants and vegetations are no exceptions
and a large numter of them have been
identified to cause eczematous reaction in
human teings. Almost any plant can
prove to te a sensitizer in a susceptible
individual.

The incidence of contact dermatitis due
to plants is expected to te high in a pre-
dominantly agricultural country like India.
The problem is much more common
than realised as the maority of the
farmers and farm workers do not often
get an oprortunity to reach the specialists,
The incidence of phytodermatitis and the
offending plants will vary from place to
place derending upon the vocation and
hobby of the individuals and the flora
in a particular locality. We planned to
study the problem of contact dermatitis
due to plants in Delhi and identify the
plants responsible for it.
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Material and Methods

All clinically suspected cases of contact
dermatitis due to plants attending the
Dermatology Out Patients’ Department of
Irwin Hospital, New Delhi between June
1976 and February 1977 were taken up.
Such cases were also screened and investi-
gated at the Rural Field Practice Centre,
Pooth Khurd, attached to the Maulana
Azad Medical College, New Delhi. The
diagnosis of contact dermatitis due to
plants and vegetations was made from an
overall clinical picture based on history of
exposure, environment, vocation and
hobby and seasonal influence. The
diagnosis was substantiated in each
case by patch test with suspected vegeta-
tions. However, every case was tested
with patch material containing various
parts of Parthenium hysterophorus. The
identification of the plant was done in
consultation with Dr. R.K. Arora of Plant
Introduction Division, Indian Agricultural
Research Institue, New Delhi.
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Standard patch tests were performed
on grossly normal, non hairy skin of the
back. Plant leaves cut to small pieces
were crushed in a mortar with normal
saline and used for patch test as such.
Results of patch tests were recorded
as described by Schwartz and Peck!.
A control patch test with normal saline was
also applied in each case. Control patch
tests with all the suspected plant
materials were performed on a few normal
healthy individuals. For  Parthenium
hysterophorus, the control tests were
done on 90 normal healthy individuals
drawn from the same locality. None of
them showed positive result. Patients
who showed negative results to patch
test after 48 hours were re-examined
daily for the next five days and also on
the seventh day.

Results and Discussion

During the period of this study,
22,524 new patients attended the Dermato-
logy Out-patients’ tdepartment of Irwin
Hospital. Of these, 618 (2:7 per cent)
were diagnosed as cases of contact der-
matitis due to various contactants.
Earlier. Baruah? had also observed almost
the same incidence (22 per cent) of con-
tact dermatitis in this Institution. Contact
dermatitis due to plants was seen in 90
cases and constituted 0-4 per cent of the
out patient attendance of the Department
of Dermatology. Out of 618 cases of con-
tact dermatitis due to various causes,
plants were responsible for 90 (14-5 per
cent) cases. From the same institution,
Behl and associates? had reported the inci-
dence of contact dermatitis due to vegeta-
tions as 4-6 per cent out of a total of 172
cases of contact dermatitis due to various
causes. The increased incidence in the
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present study might be due to increased
healthy consciousness in the population
and also to better diagnostic facilities
now available in Irwin Hospital where a
full-fledged Allergy Clinic has been func-
tioning for the last 8 years.

Age, sex, occupation, hobbies and history
of contact with plant : Of 90 cases, 3
(3-3 per cent) were in the age group of
11-20 years; seven (7-7 per cent) were in
the age group of 21-30 years. Age group
of 31-40 years had 22 (24-4 per cent) cases.
Forty (444 per cent) cases were seen in
the age group of 41-50 years. The age
groups of 51-60 and 61-70 had 9 (10
per cent) and 5 (55 per cent) cases respec-
tively. There were 4 (44 per cent) cases
beyond 70 years of age. As shown in the
Fig. 1 the incidence of phytodermatitis
steadily increased with age reaching a peak
in the age group 41-50 years. [t was
uncommon at the extremes of the age.
Epstein? also observed highest incidence in

F1G. CONTACT DERMATITIS DUE TO VEGETATIONS
IN DIFFERENT AGE GROUPS OF MALES AND
FEMALES.
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group of 40-65 years. Rook’ and Lonker
and associatesS also found phytodermatitis
to be very uncommon in children.

Of the 90 cases of contact dermatitis
due to plants in our series 73 (81-1 per
cent) were males and 17 (18:8 per cent)
were females, the male : female ratio being
4-3 : 1. Of the 90 cases of contact dermati-
tis due to plants, 38 (42:2 per cent) cases
were farm workers and farmers; 9 (10 per
cent) were housewives; 4 (44 per cent)
each were labourers; hawkers, retired per-
sons and cart and truck drivers; whereas
2 (2-2 per cent) each were dairy workers,
businessmen, clerks, beat postmen and
traders. Fruit merchants, peons also
constituted 3 (3-3 per cent) each. Others
belonged to the miscellaneous occupations.

Fifty seven (63-3 per cent) subjects
had no hobby. Sixteen (17-7 per cent)
stated that their hobby was cattle breeding.
Some of them took regular morning walk
and attented to kitchen gardening.

History of contact with plants : Sixty per
cent of the cases gave a definite history
of contact with plants preceding the
development of their complaints. In 34
patients, the history was suggestive of
contact with plants while in two (22
per cent) cases there was no history of
contact with vegetations. Majority of
the cases, i.e. 52 (57-7 per cent) of contact
dermatitis due to plants were exposed to
an environment of field crops.

Clinical features : The clinical presenta-
tion of the patients was variable. Sixteen
(17-7 per cent) cases presented in an acute
stage; 30 (33-3 per cent) in subacute stage
and 44 (48-8 per cent) in the chronic stage.
Four (44 per cent) cases progressed to
crythroderma.
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In the upper extremity, flexor and ex-
tensor surfaces were involved in 68
(75:5 per cent) and 67 (744 per cent)
cases respectively, whereas the corres-
ponding figures for the lower extremity
were 48 (53-3 per cent) and 56 (62-2 per
cent) respectively.

Fifty three (58-8 per cent) cases gave
a history of relapse; in 37 (41-1 per cent)
the attack was the first one and they had
not experienced any relapse. Of 53
patients having a relapse, 28 (311 per cent)
had seasonal relapse, 14 (15-5 per cent)
in winter, 9 (10 per cent) in summer and 5
(55 per cent) in the rainy season. This
can be attributed to the fact that the con-
centration of oleoresins responsible for
dermatitis is higher in plants during
pollinating season’. Further, the vigour
of growth and cultural conditions also
influence the relative amount of these
substances present at any given time8.
In 16 (177 per cent) cases the relapse
was not related to any season. These
patients reported re-activation of dermati-
tis on going back to the work. In 9 (10
per cent) cases, the cause of relapse could
not be ascertained; perhaps because plants
are so tenign in nature that one hardly
takes notice of casual, occult contact
with them,

History of atopy and other allergic
disorders was not obtained in any of the
patients. Systemic examination did not
reveal any evidence of allergic rhinitis,
hay fever or asthma.

Patch test : The results of patch test
with different suspected plants are given
in Table I. Seventy four (822 per cent):
cases showed positive results to one
or the other of the suspected plants,
Sixteen (17-7 per cent) cases showed
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TaBLE [. THE RESULTS OF PATCH TEST WITH VARIOUS PLANT MATERIALS.

Patch test
S.No. Plants used for patch testing N . .
umber G mber Percent. 7 in relation
of positive N to 90 cases of
. age .
patients plant dcrmatitis
1. Parthenium hysterophorus (carrot grass) 90 24 26:66 2666
2. Pennisetum typhoides (Bijra) 42 3 714 333
3. Sorghum bicolor (Jowar) 45 6 1333 666
4. Argemone mexicana (Kateli) 20 2 10 00 2.22
5. Mangifera indica (Mango) 10 1 10 00 111
-R 6. Cynodon dactylon (Dog grass) «— - 69 - 9 - 1304 — — -1000
7. Cyprus rotundus (Motha) .~ — — — - — |7 - - 0 _ . 0 - -~~— g
8. Oryza sativa (Rice) 7 0 0 0
9. Abelnoshus esculantus (Bhindi) 5 1 2000 1-11
K10, Lawsomia innermis (Mehndi)ew = .- ©  —6 - | — — 1666 — - — 1]
11.  Spinacea oleracea (Palak) 4 0 0 0
12, Vinca rosea (Sadabahar) 11 n 0 0
13, Ocimwm sanctum (Tulsi) 4 0 0 0
¥ 14. Nerium odorum (Kaner) = ~ ~ - —_ _—~8 —— 3 _ .. 3750 - -~-—3133
15.  Erigenon canadensis (K:sh) 7 0 0 0
16. Ricinus commims (Castor) s 3 2000 333
17.  Azadirachta indica (Neem) K 0 0 0
18. Jasmine dambac (Jasmin) 4 1 25:00 111
19.  Calatropis procera (AkK) -~ - -~ - . -~ -6 <« lrritant dermatitis” -
20. Tagetes patula (Genda) 14 3 21-42 333
21. Xanthium s'romorium (Kutia) 24 7 2916 717
22.  Euphorbia hirta (Dudhi) B2 1 222
23, Amaranthus viridus (Jungli cholai) 40 4 10 00 444 7
24 Acacia jacquemontii (Kikar) 25 4 16:00 444
% 25 Brassica juncea (Surson) — — —"" 3o—- | —= 333 —-- " 1l
26.  Triticum aestivum (Wheut) 18 3 1666 333
27. Zia mays (Macca) 29 6 2969 666
Total 90 74 82:22 8222

no reaction to patch test with all the
suspected vegetations tested. Duperrat®
also observed that about 20-25 per cent
cases of skin allergies go undetected
even in the best equipped hospitals in
spite of most searching and strenuous
efforts at detection and diagnosis. Sensi-
tivity to parthenium alone formed 266

per cent cases of contact dermatitis due to
vegetations. Dog grass (Doob: Cynodon
dactylon) gave 13-3 per cent positive patch
test restuls.

As shown in Table II, 10 (11-1 per
cent) cases were sensitive to more than
one plant. Parthenium sensitivity was
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TabLE II.

Patch test positive to more Numper
than one vegetation of patients
tested
Parthenium + dog grass 69
Parthenium + marigold 14
Parthenium + jowar 45
Jowar + bajra 40
Jowar + maize 23
Jowar + dog grass 35
Dog grass <+ jungli cholai 29
Maize + xanthium 5

accompanied by grass sensitivity in three
(3:3 per cent) cases, genda (marigold)
in one case (I-1 per cent) and jowar
(maize) in one case (I-1 per cent). Jowar
sensitivity was associated with Bajra,
maize, grass, in one case each. All of
these cases seem to be due to multiple
specific sensitivity rather than of cross
sensitivity. When grass was used for
patch testing on 20 parthenium sensitive
patients, 3 of them gave positive results.
In case of cross sensitivity all of them
should have given positive results. Fur-
ther, both grass and parthenium belong
to two different families viz. Gramineae
and Compositeae respectively,

Marigold or genda (Tagetes patula)
a member of the Compositeac family
gave positive patch test in 3 out
of 14 patients where it was tested
(Table I). Simultaneous sensitivity to
Marigold and Parthenium hysterophorus
both belonging to Compositeas family
was seen in one case only. According
to Mitchell0, cross sensitivity is common
in the Compositeae family, although
Shelmire!l has demonstrated a high
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POSITIVE PATCH TEST TO MORE THAN ONE PLANT.

Percentage in relation
to 90 cases of
plant dermatitis

Number of patients
showing positive
reaction

333
111
111
111
I
111
111
111

- s et e b e e L)

degree of specificity in plant dermatitis.
Patients sensitive to | : 1,00,000 parthe-
nium extract gave negative results to 1: 10
extracts of 68 other weeds. Xanthium
stromorium again a member of Com-
positeae family, growing in apparent
competition with Parthenium hysterophorus
according to Khatri and Chenulul2
did not show any cross sensitivity with
Parthenium  hysterophorus,  although
five parthenium sensitive patients were
tested with Xanthium simultaneously
(Table IT). Sensitivity to jowar was found
in one case of parthenium sensitivity,
although it was used for patch testing
in 45 patients of contact dermatitis due to
vegetations and 13 cases of contact der-
matitis due to Parthenium hysterophorus.
It appears that jowar (Sorghum bicolor)
has a low sensitizing potential.  Positive
reactions to more than one plant seen in
combinations of Jowar and bajra (one in
40), fowar and maize (one in 23),
jowar and dog grass (one in 35)
dog grass and junmgli cholai (one
in 29) and maize and Xanthium
(one in 5) similarly appear to be
instances of specific multiple sensitivities



Singh et al.

only. This is quite understandable
because it is known that a dermatitic
skin is more prone to develop sensitization
to various environmental substances to
which the patient is exposed. This
phenomenon could explain 2 per cent
positivity with Xanthium in parthenium
dermatitis cases of Lonkar and associatesS.
Similarly, multiple specific sensitivities
were observed by Nayyar and Pasrichal3.
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