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Balneotherapy and Immune System

Masashi NOBUNAGA

Hayashi Hospital

Abstract

It has been said that a common cold is rather rare among hot spring bathers. Furthermore
a balneotherapy is still very popular in patients with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) which is known
as an autoimmune disease. Therefore the influence of balneotherapy on the immune systems
is our great interest. The study on this issue, however, has been done insufficiently sofar. Shirakura
reported an immunosuppressive effect of bathing in Kusatsu spa, which is very hot (47°C) and
highly acidic (pH 1.7), for 3 weeks using healthy adult men. Watanabe et al observed almost
no remarkable effects of bathing in an usual hot spring (42°C) of Noboribetsu spa for 4 weeks
on the lymphocyte subpopulations in RA patients. We studied on the effect of bathing in very
cold springs, Kan no Jigoku, which is simple thermals of 14C in temperature, twice a day for
3 weeks on the T cell subpopulations of RA patients. As the result of it % of OKT4 cells slightly,
but significantly decreased, while % decrease of OKT38 and OKT8 cells was not significant. An
OKT4/0KT8 ratio was slightly and insignificantly elevated. So the bathing in very cold simple
thermals appears to result in an immunosuppressive effect, rather than immunostimulating,
as a whole.

An epidemiological study on the relationship between daily bathing in hot springs and sus-
ceptibility to a common cold in the school children had revealed that the frequency of catching
a cold was less in the group of hot springs bathing than that in the group of plain water bathing,
suggesting a hot spring bathing may make children a cold resistant.

After the bentonite flocculation test for rheumatoid factors, we used the mineral mud from
Bozu Jigoku hot spring in Beppu as the carrier of y-globulin for the detection of rheumatoid
factor, with a satisfactory success.
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