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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Justin Knox 
Columbia University, United States of America 

REVIEW RETURNED 25-Feb-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This paper describes a well conducted prospective cohort study 
assessing risk factors for dermatitis among submariners during a 
submarine patrol. I do not have anything to comment on the way that 
the study or analyses were conducted, other than to note that I feel it 
could benefit from a description of the distribution of S. aureus 
strains identified in the study. My main comment is just for the 
authors to consider how this paper/study/data might be made of 
more interest beyond this very specialized population of 
submariners. From the colonization data, it seems possible that 
instances of colonization, de-colonization and transmission occurred 
during the study period. Perhaps it would be of interest to explore 
factors associated with these phenomena, including the role of 
fomites, particularly given this unique setting. While these might be 
considered less clinically significant outcomes than focusing on SSTI 
or dermatitis, they might also yield more interesting results given the 
lack of really consequential findings reported in the current study. 
Overall, though, well done. 

 

REVIEWER Wee-Hoe GAN 
Singapore Armed Forces Medical Corps, Singapore. 

REVIEW RETURNED 15-Mar-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS General comment:  
 
As this is a unique opportunity for the authors to study the risk 
factors for dermatitis in submariners over the course of a six-week 
patrol, the authors could have considered leveraging the same study 
and included the exposure to specific environmental or occupational 
contactants to enhance the risk factors profiling.  
 
Specific comments:  
 
1. The rationale for classifying submariners with one S. aureus 
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positive swab as 'non-carriers' is not clearly explained.  
 
2. Are there inclusion and exclusion criteria for subjects enrolment? 
If not, why are they not needed?  
 
3. In the first paragraph under 'Discussion', the authors stated that 
the instruments returned credible information because carriers were 
significantly more likely to have a cutaneous abscess incised and 
drained, which is consistent with S. aureus nasal carriage as being 
reported as the primary risk factor in recurrent furunculosis. I am not 
certain that the authors can make this conclusion, as there were no 
microbiological analyses of the causative microbes in the past 
abscesses of the submariners, which could otherwise have possibly 
provided a conclusive relationship of association with S. aureus 
nasal carriage. 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: 1  

Reviewer Name: Justin Knox  

Institution and Country: Columbia University, United States of America Competing Interests: None 

declared  

This paper describes a well conducted prospective cohort study assessing risk factors for dermatitis 

among submariners during a submarine patrol. I do not have anything to comment on the way that the 

study or analyses were conducted, other than to note that I feel it could benefit from a description of 

the distribution of S. aureus strains identified in the study. My main comment is just for the authors to 

consider how this paper/study/data might be made of more interest beyond this very specialized 

population of submariners. From the colonization data, it seems possible that instances of 

colonization, de-colonization and transmission occurred during the study period. Perhaps it would be 

of interest to explore factors associated with these phenomena, including the role of fomites, 

particularly given this unique setting. While these might be considered less clinically significant 

outcomes than focusing on SSTI or dermatitis, they might also yield more interesting results given the 

lack of really consequential findings reported in the current study. Overall, though, well done.  

We agree that an understanding of the importance of strain switching/transmission is of huge potential 

interest. To address this, whole genome sequencing of all isolates is planned and a metagenomics 

study of nasal bacterial populations, in collaboration with Professor Robert Skov’s group 

(Copenhagen) is in progress. This approach has generated a large volume of data and we will submit 

it as a separate work.  

We are also planning additional studies including environmental sampling to address the role of the 

environment in transmission.  

Reviewer: 2  

Reviewer Name: Wee-Hoe GAN  

Institution and Country: Singapore Armed Forces Medical Corps, Singapore.  

Competing Interests: None declared.  

General comment:  

As this is a unique opportunity for the authors to study the risk factors for dermatitis in submariners 

over the course of a six-week patrol, the authors could have considered leveraging the same study 

and included the exposure to specific environmental or occupational contactants to enhance the risk 

factors profiling.  

We agree with the reviewer.  

We did ask the submariners to describe their rank (which is associated with particular types of 

activities on the submarine). We presented this data. We also asked weekly about exposure to 

‘chemicals to clean a compartment’. And whether gloves were worn. However, data collection was 

incomplete for this and we were unable to perform meaningful analysis on this.  
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Naval Occupational Health is currently considering what environmental allergens might be present, 

particularly since any such allergen appears to be affecting the whole body rather than just the hands, 

as judged by the strong correlation between non-hand and hand skin scores.  

We will write a further report if the allergen(s) are identified.  

Specific comments:  

1. The rationale for classifying submariners with one S. aureus positive swab as 'non-carriers' is not 

clearly explained.  

We have added additional commentary on the work of Van Belkum et al 2009 JID as follows:  

Submariners were then categorised by their S. aureus carriage status based on results of previous 

studies, which indicated that nasal carriers and non-carriers were discrete entities, based on 

immunological analyses[19]. In particular, individuals with intermittent carriage and those without 

detected carriage appeared similar to each other, but discrete from persistent carriers[19]. Therefore, 

in this analysisthoose with two positive swabs were ‘persistent carriers’; and those with either one or 

no S. aureus positive swabs were termed ‘non-carriers’.  

2. Are there inclusion and exclusion criteria for subjects enrolment? If not, why are they not needed?  

All subjects were eligible for inclusion. There were no exclusion criteria applied to this fit military 

population.  

We have added this to the manuscript in the first paragraph of the Results.  

3. In the first paragraph under 'Discussion', the authors stated that the instruments returned credible 

information because carriers were significantly more likely to have a cutaneous abscess incised and 

drained, which is consistent with S. aureus nasal carriage as being reported as the primary risk factor 

in recurrent furunculosis. I am not certain that the authors can make this conclusion, as there were no 

microbiological analyses of the causative microbes in the past abscesses of the submariners, which 

could otherwise have possibly provided a conclusive relationship of association with S. aureus nasal 

carriage.  

We agree this is somewhat speculative. We have qualified our suggestion as below:  

S. aureus nasal carriage is reported as the primary risk factor in recurrent furunculosis [22], and whilst 

the causative micro-organisms in past abscesses of submariners are not known, S. aureus carrier 

status is likely to have been a factor in causing abscesses. 

 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Wee Hoe GAN 
Singapore Armed Forces Medical Corps 

REVIEW RETURNED 27-Mar-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The comments in my previous review have been adequately 
addressed in this manuscript revision.  
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