SCABIES
Q: What is scabies?

Scabies is a parasitic infestation of the skin caused by a small parasite called as 'itch mite' or 'Sarcoptes Scabei'. This infestation leads to severe, wide spread itching on the body. The disease is communicable and hence care should be taken to avoid the spread of the disease from one person to other.

Q: How does the itch mite cause scabies?

The itch mite or Sarcoptes Scabei' is a small organism nearly 1.3- by 0.4- mm in size, just visible to the human eye. This organism spreads from one infected individual to other. The itch mite enters the body by excavating a small burrow in the top most layer of the skin. Here it travels nearly 5mm every day for 1- 2 months before dying. Each female mite lays 10 - 38 eggs, which become full-grown adults in about 3 weeks. The itching is caused due to a reaction to the mite and is first noticed after 3 - 4 weeks of infection.

Q: Does scabies occur in a particular group of people?

There is a common misconception that scabies is a disease of the unclean and unkempt. Scabies can affect individuals of all age groups, economic groups and is seen in both sexes. Uncleanliness, however, causes the scabies to spread rapidly to close members. A particular form of scabies called as 'Norwegian scabies' occurs in infirm. Another type of scabies called as 'animal scabies' occurs due to close contact with infected animals especially dogs. This form of scabies is highly communicable and can cause an epidemic in human beings.

Q: What happens to a patient when he develops scabies?

The most important clinical feature of scabies is itching. This itching initially occurs only at certain sites of the body such as the web spaces between the fingers and toes, the axillae, the waist etc. Later on, however, the itching becomes generalized. 

Itching becomes more marked especially after the patient goes to bed. 

Sometimes due to itching, eczematous eruptions and infected lesions may occur.

Q: Are there any lab tests for diagnosing scabies?

Scabies can easily be diagnosed clinically based on the patient's history and the characteristics burrows. However, in cases of secondary infection and eczematization, a test called as skin scraping may be necessary. In this test, the superficial layers of the skin are scraped with a blunt object and the residue obtained is sent for microscopic examination to look for the itch mite. This is confirmatory for the diagnosis of scabies.

Q: what are the different types of scabies?

Norwegian scabies is a form of scabies in which the disease presents as generalized scaling of the body with heavy adherent scales on the palms and soles. These patients are usually very weak or mentally deranged, hence cannot take care of themselves. The lesions in these patients are teeming with mites and cause a rapid spread of the disease to other members.

' 'Gentleman Scabies' occurs in so called clean individuals. Here the disease presents as itching without the evidence of burrows and the numbers of mites in these individuals is very few.

Animal Scabies occur in people in close contact with infected canines. This causes scaling and loss of hair over ear margins, legs and abdomens of the dogs. In Humans, this disease is highly communicable and may result in small epidemics. 

Q: What is genital scabies?

Scabies can be a sexually transmitted disease. It usually presents as excoriations on glans penis and the itching is localized to those areas. The diagnosis and treatment in these cases remains the same.

Q: How can scabies be treated?

Multiple drugs are available for the treatment. Most of the drugs are to be applied all over the body overnight. Permethrin, Lindane, Crotamiton and Benzyl benzoate are the drugs usually needed to cure the conditions.

Certain precautions are very essential-

· Clothes of the affected individuals should be thoroughly washed and/or dried by machine (hot cycle in each) or dry cleaned.

· Linens and towels should be changed

· If there is a close contact with any other individual, he/she should also be treated

· If there is any evidence of infection, antibiotics should be started immediately

· Itching will remain for about 15 days post treatment, and this should be explained to the patient.

