            Health clubs and gyms vary widely on the practice of cleaning yoga mats
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The first thing I ask is, do you do yoga? He said. As often as not, the answer is a resounding yes.

In the last two years, Dr. Cohen said, he has seen a 50 percent spike in patients with athlete’s foot and plantar warts. The likely culprit is an unclean exercise mat, he said.

Gyms have long been hothouses for unwanted viruses, fungi and bacteria, a result of shared equipment, excessive sweat and moisture in locker rooms. Many facilities provide disinfectant so clients can wipe down 
machinery, but they are often less diligent when it comes to exercise mats. It’s common to see staff members clean a stationary bike. It’s rare to see them disinfect a mat.

This is starting to worry many yoga practitioners who go barefoot on high-traffic mats. Half a dozen kinds of yoga-mat wipes are now sold nationwide, and new products like hand and foot mitts, to protect serial mat borrowers, have hit the market.

Because yoga is more popular than ever, it could well be a coincidence that health-care professionals like Dr. Cohen are seeing more infections. In 2005, 16.5 million people practiced yoga nationwide, up 
43 percent from 2002, according to Yoga Journal.

Research has not confirmed the link between unclean yoga mats and fungal, bacterial and viral infections better known as jock itch, plantar warts and staph infections. Nor can dermatologists and 
podiatrists conclusively trace these ailments to dirty yoga mats.

Still, some are making unofficial connections. A handful of dermatologists and podiatrists say that in the last two years or so they have noticed a rise in the number of skin infections in their 
patients who practice yoga and use public mats.

Most people know to wear flip-flops in the shower and locker rooms but they don’t think about it on a yoga mat, said Noreen Oswell, the chairwoman of podiatric surgery at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center in Los 
Angeles. In the last two years, Dr. Oswell said there has been an uptick of fungal infections among her patients who use mats that aren’t properly cleaned.

Dr. Ellen Marmur, who runs the division of dermatologic surgery at the Mount Sinai Medical Center in Manhattan, said she has seen more bacterial infections in the last year and a half in young women who 
mentioned they did yoga and Pilates, and for whom she had ruled out other risk factors for dermatitis or dry, itchy skin. Dirty exercise mats were most likely to blame, Dr. Marmur said.

Washing dozens of mats regularly can be laborious and costly, which is why Jen Lobo, an owner of Bikram Yoga NYC, raised her rental price to $5 a mat from $2.

Every night we clean the mats with an antibacterial yoga spray and hang them to dry, Ms. Lobo said. Weekends, we put them in the washing machines with Dr. Bronner’s Soap. It’s a lot of manual labor.

Many facilities encourage practitioners to buy their own mat or put the onus on members to clean them. For instance, Sports Club/LA gyms provide wipes outside classrooms for patrons. Most Gold’s Gyms offer 
antiseptic solutions for yogis.

Representatives at most of the 10 gyms and studios that a reporter called nationwide said that they aim to clean mats thoroughly once a week.

Some chains like Crunch Fitness had more ambitious policies, but little oversight. The goal is to wash mats once a day, said Amy Strathern, a spokeswoman. Does that happen? I don’t know, she admitted. Its up 
to the general manager of each gym to make sure it’s done properly.


Among chains, compliance sometimes varies from club to club. Carol Espel, the national director of group fitness for Equinox Fitness, said that mats are wiped with a citrus-based disinfectant every other day 
and machine-washed twice a month.

But a group fitness manager at a branch of Equinox Fitness in Manhattan, who was granted anonymity because he feared losing his job, 
said that mats were machine-washed only every two months and wiped down in between. On the other hand, George Smith, maintenance manager at the Greenwich Avenue outpost, followed Equinox’s policy more closely. Mr. Smith said mats were disinfected in a machine weekly and 
wiped down three times a week.

Critics warn that hygiene isn’t always a priority at some gyms and studios. Heather Stephenson, a Brooklyn yoga teacher who has worked for two gyms and has worked out in more than 25 worldwide, said: In my 
experience it is not an incredibly regular practice to clean them. Ms. Stephenson, who is a founder of Idealbite.com, an eco-living Web site, added that blankets, which are used for headstands, aren’t often 
cleaned, either.

