
LICE INFESTATION

Lice infestation is a common and perturbing problem, especially in school children.

WHAT ARE LICE
Lice are tiny insects, about 2 – 3 mm in length that can infest humans.
There are three types of lice:

1. Head lice (Pediculus capitis) – these live in the hair
2. Body lice (Pediculus humanus) – these live on the human body
3. Pubic lice (Pthirus pubis) – these are also known as Crab lice and live in the

pubic region

HOW DOES ONE GET LICE
Lice are spread from person to person by close contact. Head lice are the commonest in
school children and spread easily from infested children to non infested ones at school
when they are close together, such as while playing. They can also spread via
contaminated combs, hairbrushes and caps, when children share these items.

Body lice live in clothing and can spread when children share contaminated clothing.

Pubic lice are usually not a problem in school children. They live in the pubic hair and
affect post pubertal people. They are spread by sexual contact.

WHAT ARE THE CLINICAL MANIFESTATIONS OF LICE INFESTATION
Human lice feed on blood, which they obtain by biting through the skin. The bite causes
severe irritation and itching. Head lice lay their eggs on the hairs and these can be seen
as tiny white “nits” tightly attached to individual hairs. Children with long or very thick
hair may have more severe infestation. It is often possible to see the lice when the hair is
combed with a fine-toothed comb. Nits can be seen as tiny whitish grains attached to the
shafts of individual hairs.

The louse bite results in severe itching and the resultant scratching can cause bad
excoriation of the skin. Sometimes this can lead to mild bleeding and even pus if the area
gets secondarily infected.

ARE LICE DANGEROUS
Lice by themselves are not dangerous. However, as mentioned above, secondary
infection can result occasionally.

HOW CAN I GET RID OF LICE
Several effective medications are available to treat infestation, including Permethrin,
Lindane and Malathion. These should be applied according to your doctor’s instructions.
For head lice, the medication is generally shampooed in. For body lice, it is applied as a
lotion or cream and should cover the entire body from the neck down in order to be
effective. A repeat application in 1 – 2 weeks is required to ensure complete eradication.



Lice spread easily between family members and treating just one person may not be
enough, since he can be re-infested from others. Therefore, it is preferable treat all
family members at the same time. The combs, hairbrushes and clothes of affected
persons should be washed in very hot water to kill lice present on these items. It is very
important to also wash the bed linen of affected persons in the same manner. Clothes
should be ironed afterwards to kill the surviving lice. Cutting hair very short is probably
not necessary.


