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Red or brown staining on the feet, bib, mouth, stomach, vulva or penis seems to be one of the most misunderstood of dog health problem. These discolorations are caused by an over growth of fungus and sometimes bacteria. Many organisms coexist peacefully in our dog's bodies, but once in a while something causes these organisms to start growing out of control. In the case of brown or red staining, the problem starts with moisture on the coat and skin, and then is exacerbated by licking. The licking often starts when a dog is cleaning its front legs and feet after a meal or drink, or when its feet are exposed to some irritant such as grass, pollen or salt. The dog licks its feet to clean the substance and the hair is left wet and with enough nutrients from the saliva that a colony of yeast or bacteria begins to grow. The waste products of these organisms are responsible for the redish-brown color that is associated with the infection. These organisms live not only on the skin, but under the cuticle of the hair as well. This makes it difficult to control or eradicate these infections.

Because of its appearance, this condition is often referred to as red staining or saliva staining. The official name of the condition is Atopic Dermatitis and it can present in a number of forms. The technical name for the two forms that seems to be the biggest problem in Springers are: Inherited type I hypersensitivity reaction to environmental allergens (Allergen contact induces allergen-specific IgE antibody production leading to memory cell hyper reactivity upon reexposure), and Type IV hypersensitivity reaction to environmental allergens by direct contact which includes the Malassezia dermatitis. Most of the research in this area has been done since 1999 and many vets are just now becoming aware of treatment options for the condition and that it is a separate condition from seborrhea.

The second most common cause of red staining, especially in the summer months, is staphylococcus bacteria. When staph bacteria are present, you will generally see small small bumps that turn into crusty areas as well as red stained hair. Yeast and staph can coexist. What usually happens is the dog starts out with a yeast infection and the continual licking causes cracks in the skin. This creates a perfect opportunity for staph bacteria to take hold. Once this happens, the treatments outlined below will need to be augmented with a trip to the vet for either topical treatment with a product like Derma-Vet ointment (same as Panalog) or a twenty-one day treatment with Cephalexin, Amoxicillin-clavulanate, Clindamycin or similar antibiotic. (New recommendations as of 2004)

The type of fungal-yeast that causes the most problems for dogs is a called Malassezia pachydermatis (also known as Pityrosporum pachydermatis) a type of fungus/yeast that can cause dandruff in some humans). The yeast tends to be found on all human skin and it doesn’t seem to cause problems for the majority of people. Over the last decade or so, the yeast has evolved to be quite irritating to our canine friends. As a dog ages, and is exposed to environmental yeast, they have a greater chance of developing IgE antibodies to these microbes. This can cause the dog’s body to react more strongly and release histamine, in reaction to the yeast, which causes them to itch even more than a simple reaction to the irritating microbial waste products. As a result the dog scratches and licks the affected area. The scratching causes inflammation of the skin, which activates the immune cells of the body and what you end up with is an endless cycle of misery for the dog. You will probably notice that the dog itches more after eating because extra histamine is naturally released during the digestive process.

We have learned a lot over the past five years about this condition. If caught early and the dog is subjected to a solid two to three week regiment of cleaning with solutions and/or sprays containing antimicrobial agents like Chlorhexidine gluconte, Miconazole Nitrate, or Ketoconazole, then followed up with topical acidifying agents like vinegar or boric acid, then the infections can often be completely irradiated. However, once the exposure is allowed to occur for long enough that the dog develops antibodies to yeast, then, the best you can do is control the situation and try to keep the dog’s skin as microbe free as possible.

If the red staining has really gotten out of control, consider giving your dog antihistamines while you are treating the skin with topical preparations. Giving antihistamines like Benadryl or Tavist will help stop the itching, drooling and licking and give you a chance to get the infection under control. Doses for these drugs are weight dependent, so consult your vet for the appropriate dosing.

Malassezia–Discussion

Malassezia sp. is commonly implicated in canine ear inflammations, however it can also inhabit skin folds around the mouth, between the pads of the feet, around the anal glands, the vulva in bitches and the shaft of the penis in dogs. It can also penetrate hair follicles, causing a reddish brown discoloration, hair loss and intense itching. A dog can develop an over growth of yeast anywhere there is moisture, so if a dog lives in a wet kennel or is a sloppy eater or drinker it can end up with yeast. Yeast infections itch (ask any woman who has had one). The dog's itch so they lick to try to make the area feel better. 

It is interesting to note that Malassezia normally and harmlessly lives on human skin except for the occasional person for whom it causes dandruff. In humans it is treated with shampoos like Nizoral that contain the anti-fungal drug ketoconazole. 

Though not a life-threatening ailment, Malassezia infections can be a frustrating disease for canine patients and their owners. An estimated 15-20 percent of canine patients have Malassezia related ear disease. It is not currently known what percentage of dogs are affected on other portions of their bodies, but the numbers seem to be growing. Here is the consensus of what the best canine dermatologists think about the problem. 

Dogs that experience red staining are dogs that are likely to have an underlying allergy condition or immune problems. As many of you know, allergies are a very common problem in Springers. Many times the allergies are not exclusively to food, but frequently to grasses, tree pollen, dust mites and many of the same things that cause allergies in people. Dogs with allergies have an over active immune system which makes them overly sensitive to the waste products of yeast. Although red staining is most common in allergic dogs, it can be seen in healthy dogs residing in very warm, humid conditions or those living in the snow-belt during winter because of the use of rock salt to melt snow covered sidewalks. Salts are basic/alkaline and make a nice environment for yeast growth on the feet. Many dogs showed up at the vets during winter with reddish/brown staining between their toes and complaints by their owners of licking or chewing on the feet. Have a spray bottle of vinegar and water by the door when your dog comes in from the salty sidewalks. A quick spray between the toes will help prevents the problem.

Factors, which appear to favoring growth of this fungus, include abnormal levels of ceruminous lipids (ear wax or saliva), high humidity, and abnormal cell-mediated immunity (allergies), alkaline/basic (rather than neutral or acidic) skin and hair pH and the presence of a food source, usually sugar from the dog's saliva. Alterations in normal microflora in the ear and skin from prior or concurrent antibiotic therapy may also play a role in allowing the overgrowth of Malassezia organisms.

Treatment of Malassezia:

Currently topical treatments will eradicate the problem only in dogs with no underlying allergies. In allergic dogs, owners may find themselves fighting this problem for the lifetime of the dog. It is worth the trouble however to give your canine friend a better quality of life. The best treatments for yeast and staph infections both kill existing organisms and alter the pH of the dog’s skin to make it more acidic and a less hospitable environment for the recurrent overgrowth of microorganisms. 

Other than the topical skin treatments, which will be discussed later in this article, some evidence suggests that acidifying a dog’s food and water may help modify the skin’s pH from the inside out. Some people add cider vinegar to their dog’s water in order to accomplish this end. While this is a good idea in theory, most dogs hate the taste and end up chronically dehydrated. In addition, drinking acidified water may break down tooth enamel in the same manner as soda-pop breaks down the enamel of human’s teeth.  A better solution may be to change the dog’s food to one that has a more neutral pH and/or add acidic fruits and veggies like ground up apples and carrots to a dog’s meals to alter the overall pH. 

Some people have noticed improvement by adding cranberry capsules to the dog’s diet. It was originally thought that the acidifying effect of cranberry help deter the microbial infection, but it is now known that cranberry contains a substance similar in activity to the one of the body’s natural microbe defenses called the Tamms-Horsfall glycoprotein. Much like natural glycoprotein, the substance can inhibit the attachment of bacteria and perhaps yeast to cell walls. The substance seems to make the microbes so slippery that they can’t get a foot-hold. In tests where cranberry was added to a petri dish along with E. coli bacteria and bladder cells, the addition of the cranberry substance kept the bacteria from attaching to bladder cells. 

Even if you change the pH of your dog’s food it is a good idea to treat the dog’s skin and hair to help eradicate existing yeast and or bacteria. The basic treatment is to topically treat the area with an anti-microbial shampoo followed by a vinegar and water rinse. Areas around the mouth, penis and vulva may also benefit from the addition of antiseptic powder. There are a number of shampoos that are specially designed to treat this problem and more are coming into the market on a regular basis. Some of the better shampoo products are:

Maximum ChlorhexiDerm shampoo 4% (made by DVM Company) This is good for adult animals, but is generally too strong for young puppies. This shampoo should be left on for 7-10 minutes, then rinsed. The active ingredient persists by binding to the protein of the skin. Use twice to three times weekly until symptoms subside.

ChlorhexiDerm Shampoo 2% (made by DVM Company) This product is safer for puppies and older animals. Use in the same manner as the 4% formula.

Malaseb Shampoo (2% chlorhexidine gluconate, 2% miconazole nitrate)(made by DVM Company) This medicated shampoo provides both antibacterial and antifungal agents. Use twice weekly until symptoms subside.

DermaBenSs shampoo (made by DermaPet) This shampoo contains 2.5% Benzoyl peroxide, 1% sulfer and 1% salicylic acid. It also contains some natural moisturizing agents, antioxidants and vitamin E. It is designed to be left on the skin for 5-10 minutes, then rinsed. It is recommended for daily bathing until symptoms subside. It does have a good residual action. It will bleach out colored coats, but is great for treating white coats because it helps strip the color and correct the underlying problem.


ZYMOX  Shampoo contain a 3-point Enzyme System that helps destroy bacteria and fungi that cause skin infections. Antibacterial and Antifungal, it is 100% safe if ingested. It is gentle enough for young puppies. Contains natural milk derived enzymes. Contains no harsh detergents, pesticides, colorings or residual petroleum products. Wet fur and skin thoroughly. Apply shampoo to fur, lather and gently massage into scalp. Rinse thoroughly with lukewarm water; shampoo again if necessary. Let animal shake dry or lightly pat dry with towel. This product generally works only if you can allow the dog to stay damp for an hour or so, which allows the enzymes to do their work. If you are using the product on a young puppy, be sure the environment is warm enough so the puppy’s body temp doesn’t drop too much. Most people find that this product only works for very mild cases.

Hexadine shampoo (by Virbac) This chlorhexidine gluconate shampoo has a similar formulation to the DVM  product and may be used in the same way.

These shampoos may be purchased from the following websites:

http://www.revivalanimal.com
http://www.kvvet.com
http://www.vetamerica.com
2% Nizoral Shampoo. This is quite an expensive treatment and only available with a vet’s prescription. Nizoral is the brand name for ketoconazole shampoo. It is used primarily to treat human fungal overgrowth leading to dandruff. It can be used on dogs, but it can be quite hard on the dog’s skin and coat and should be reserved for isolated areas of treatment and not full body treatment unless directed by a veterinarian 1% Nizoral shampoo may be purchased at a local drug store without a prescription.

NOTE:  Hibiclens makes a 4% Chlorhexidine solution that is designed for humans. It can be purchased at your local drug store. The only problem with this product is that it contains a cosmetic red dye that doesn’t attach to human skin but does stain the white hair on Springers. Hibiclens will kill the microbes, but you will still be left with a pink stain from the product.
Shampoos are alkaline by nature, that's why they clean. By rinsing you dog in solution of one cup of white vinegar per half gallon of warm water, you will move the pH of the dog's skin and hair back to a normal slightly acidic range and help prevent this problem. Follow up with the conditioner of your choice. Don't forget to rinse between the pads of the feet. Now, you are not trying to pickle the dog, so more vinegar is not better. You just want to make mild adjustments to the skin pH because yeast thrive in alkaline pH environments.

You must maintain this treatment for at least fourteen days and twenty-one days is better. These yeast are very resistant organisms that can get down into the hair follicles and between the cuticles on individual hairs, so when a clinical cure appears to have been achieved, the infection may still be present in the depths of the hair follicles. Then, when the dog gets wet or licks its fur, the organism comes back up onto the surface again and re-infects the area. The dog therefore may need to be treated intermittently for a long period of time even months to completely get rid of this stubborn fungus. 

Treatment of infections around, muzzle and flews and other sensitive areas. 

For infections around the flews, under and under the chin (and in bitches for around the vulva) invest in a soft toddler toothbrush. I have found that the Crest brand Sesame Workshop series is very soft and effective. Using the soft toothbrush and something like the Malaseb medicated shampoo gently clean the affected areas. Try to leave the medicated soap on the area for two to three minutes–longer if your dog will tolerate it. Rinse well and then do a final rinse with a warm solution of 50/50 vinegar and water Once the area is dry, use a medicated powder like the Columbia brand Antiseptic Powder (www.columbiapowder.com), or in a pinch, Gold Bond antiseptic powder. One of the advantages of the Columbia brand powder is that it can be used to “chalk” the muzzle of show dogs. You get nice white coverage, plus you are treating the source of the discolorization. Repeat this every other day for ten days and you should have the situation temporarily under control. If your dog has had the chance to develop IgE antibodies to the yeast, then you will find that you will be repeating this treatment on a regular basis in order to control the flare-ups of the condition. Another treatment that seems to work is to treat the area with a cotton ball soaked with a two percent acetic acid/two percent boric acid solution (DermaPet Ear/Skin Cleaner) for about five minutes twice a day. This breaks down any lipid or fats lying on the skin that that the fungus needs in order to reproduce. Also the mild acid pH creates a less friendly environment for the yeast but is easy on the dog's skin. This is better treatment than old wives tale treatment of using Listerine because Listerine contains alcohol (which is more irritating to the dogs skin) and a detergent/surfactant, which has a alkaline pH that yeasts seem to prefer.  Next treat the area with a cotton ball soaked in 1% peroxide (the kind you get at the drug store). The peroxide will help flush the hair follicles of the particles causing the odors and discoloration.  Last treat the area with a cotton ball soaked in chlorhexidine or Malaseb spray (also available online through Revival pet) These antimicrobials actually do the microbe killing but the area needs a clean before you can get to the nasty beasties.

Another good product for around the mouth and flews is “Dermacool*HC spray for dogs and cats by Virbac Animal. It works quite well for getting the infections under control. It is a combination anti-inflammatory, astringent, acidifying antimicrobial agent that also contains a lick deterrent scent (smells like Breck hairspray and the dogs hate it). You can get the “Dermacool” from your vet.

Around the House

Malassezia can be spread from dog to dog in multi dog households. The red stain can get on furniture, bed covers etc. By reducing yeast in the home environment, you can keep re-infection rates down. Washing pet bedding frequently with bleach or Oxiclean will kill the yeast and bacteria. Washing floors with bleach and steam cleaning carpets can help keep the microorganism population under control. Malassezia can also be spread in the communal water bowls. The best situation is for all dogs to have their own water source. Knowing that this is not always practical, change the water often and clean the bowls with bleach or in the dishwasher as often as possible.

This problem has become quite universal in dogs and not just Springers. A number of companies are working on the problem. There are also some researchers in Europe investigating the possibility of isolating the appropriate allergens and incorporating them into allergy serums for allergy shots. 

If you are interested in more information on this problem, type the following information into the Google search engine and you will get around 400 articles on the research and information on this condition: (“Atopic dermatitis” dog Malassezia). The following are some of the best or recent articles on the condition: 

http://www.priory.com/vet/vetatop1.htm
http://www.vetsonline.com/html/veterinary_news_article.asp?ID=1067&DType=Veterinary
http://www.petalia.com.au/Templates/StoryTemplate_Process.cfm?specie=Dogs&story_no=1580
http://216.239.57.104/search?q=cache:Y4eRKKY9yLcJ:www.animal-allergy.com/downloads/Malassezia.pdf+%22atopic+dermatitis%22+dogs&hl=en&ie=UTF-8
http://www.vin.com/VINDBPub/SearchPB/Proceedings/PR05000/PR00099.htm
http://www.westieclubamerica.com/health/atopicdermatitis.html
http://esa.confex.com/esa/2002/techprogram/paper_6927.htm
http://www.naturalhorse.com/archive/volume2/Issue6/article_6.php
http://www.ah.novartis.com/pet_health/en/dog/ad/index.shtml
http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/links/doi/10.1046/j.1432-1327.1999.00247.x/enhancedabs/
http://www.phytopharm.co.uk/prod_develop2-1p.html  

http://www.vet.ed.ac.uk/vclins/research/dermatol.htm
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=11844222&dopt=Abstract
http://216.239.57.104/search?q=cache:8IS0AUbhonIJ:www.rottweilerhealth.org/pdfs/march_allergy_hiller_02.pdf+%22atopic+dermatitis%22+dogs&hl=en&ie=UTF-8
http://www.health.xq23.com/allergies_allergens/Atopic_Dermatitis.html
