
Briefing statement on Garra rufa used in fish spas  (Oct 2011)

The Fish Veterinary Society (FVS) has concerns over the welfare of Garra rufa being 
used in beauty salons for fish spa pedicures in the United Kingdom, and are also 
aware of concerns regarding the potential for disease transmission to humans.

Background

Garra rufa, sometimes known as the ‘doctor fish’ or ‘nibble fish’ originate from warm 
water rivers in the Middle East but also live and breed in outdoor pools of some 
Turkish spas where they feed on the dead skin of human bathers. They are now 
being used in beauty parlours in the UK and nibble at human skin to remove debris 
from the surface of any part of the body immersed in water and suggested to be 
beneficial to patients with psoriasis. The browsing behaviour is normal, and in nature 
would be directed towards any submerged object which might accumulate debris or 
algae.

The fish may be used in this manner in many other parts of the world which have 
neither animal welfare laws nor the same level of public concern about animal 
welfare. What may be socially acceptable elsewhere in the world may not be 
considered acceptable in the UK.

Welfare concerns

The Animal Welfare Act (2006) is very specific on requirements for the promotion of 
welfare:

‘9 Duty of person responsible for animal to ensure welfare
...(2) For the purposes of this Act, an animal’s needs shall be taken to include—

    (a) its need for a suitable environment,
    (b) its need for a suitable diet,
    (c) its need to be able to exhibit normal behaviour patterns,
    (d) any need it has to be housed with, or apart from, other animals, and
    (e) its need to be protected from pain, suffering, injury and disease.’

The stocking densities used in these facilities exceeds that which exists in the wild 
and consequently requires efficient filtration systems to ensure that good water 
quality is maintained at all times. This requires regular water testing and a 
reasonable level of knowledge and understanding by those looking after the fish. 
Reports suggest high mortalities in the recirculating systems and these require 
further professional investigation to determine the underlying causes.

Although customers are often requested to wash off extraneous creams and oils 
from their skin, there is the potential for introducing toxic or harmful chemicals in to 
the aquatic environment. 



Human skin is not a natural or balanced food source for these fish. As a result, they 
are likely to be compromised nutritionally particularly since alternative feeding is 
often restricted to encourage nibbling behaviour. Additional nutritional 
supplementation will always be required. 

Human health concerns

There are serious concerns regarding transmission of disease, both zoonotic and 
simple human to human transmission. Many salons claim to physically check the 
feet and limbs of customers to avoid introducing any infections in to the water. 
However, there is the potential for small lesions on human skin to be nibbled by the 
fish which may then mechanically transfer disease to other humans using the same 
foot spa. Of greatest concern is the risk of spreading human immunodeficiency virus 
(HIV), hepatitis B and C, Mycobacterium spp, Trichophyton sp. (‘athlete’s foot’) and 
human papilloma viruses (HPV) responsible for skin warts and verruca warts. 
Zoonotic disease caused by Mycobacterium spp in particular, is not uncommon in 
some imported tropical fish and sources that are certified as disease-free should be 
used where possible.

As a general management requirement for keeping fish in this potentially 
contaminated environment, frequent water changes should be carried out to reduce 
the accumulation of pathogens. There should be adequate filtration to ensure good 
water quality and further sterilisation of the water by adequate levels of ultra violet 
(UV) light or ozone treatment to ensure adequate sterilisation of the water. 

Conclusion

It is acknowledged that this is a new industry development and that there is currently 
a lack of supporting scientific evidence. 

It is the view of the FVS that there are grave doubts regarding the suitability of the 
environment and diet, and whether these fish can exhibit normal behaviour patterns 
in many systems currently in use in the UK.

Although the overall risk to human health may be relatively low, it is still 
unacceptable and taken in conjunction with the potential welfare effects on the fish 
the FVS considers that this type of commercial use of fish should be strongly 
discouraged without major safeguards being put in place.

Note: 

The Fish Spa Working Group was convened by the Health Protection Agency (HPA) and 
includes experts in environmental and public health, infection control and microbiology from 
the HPA, Health Protection Scotland, the Health and Safety Laboratory, and Local 
Authorities. This group has produced a comprehensive  review document, ‘Guidance on the 
management of the public health risks from fish pedicures’. It is intended for Public Health 
and Environmental Health Practitioners who may be asked to provide advice on fish 
pedicures in England and Scotland and Northern Ireland.  The guidance may also be of 
interest to the industry and other agencies involved in this area across the UK. 


