
Here's how you beat 'indestructible' head lice

Written by Cameron Webb, Clinical Lecturer and Principal Hospital Scientist, University of Sydney

Head lice don’t pose a particularly serious threat to our health  but they do cause great anxiety
among parents and carers. This anxiety, and associated stress, is made even worse given the
perceived social stigma of a family infested with parasites, and the seemingly endless battle to
exterminate these pests.

What are head lice?

Head lice are small insects that are highly adapted to one type of environment: hair on a
human’s head (especially the hair and head of primary school-aged children).

Infestation with head lice is affectionately known as “pediculosis”, but while the lice will scuttle
up and down the strands of hair, feeding on blood at the scalp, they don’t seem to cause
anything other than very mild irritation. They’re not involved in the spread of any nasty diseases
either.

But head lice are highly contagious. If you or someone in your family has them, you’ll probably
want to get rid of them.

Are head lice becoming ‘indestructible’?

For many years we’ve known that commonly used insecticides (particularly permethrins and
pyrethroids) aren&rsquo;t working as well as they once did  against head lice. Similar types of
insecticides are currently being employed to battle outbreaks of mosquito-borne Zika virus in
South America.

In much the same way that mosquitoes , bed bugs  and many agricultural insect pests are
becoming resistant to commonly used insecticides, so are head lice.

A recent study published in the Journal of Medical Entomology  provides some insight into just
how prevalent insecticide resistance in head lice may be.
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http://www.health.nsw.gov.au/environment/headlice/pages/default.aspx
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1469-0691.2012.03806.x/full
http://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.1146/annurev-ento-010814-020828
https://entomologytoday.org/2016/04/21/new-research-shows-how-different-strains-of-bed-bugs-are-able-to-resist-insecticides/
http://jme.oxfordjournals.org/content/53/3/653
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Thanks to school nurses and “professional lice combers”, scientists from the University of
Massachusetts were able to analyse more than 14,000 head lice from almost 140 locations
across 48 US states. They were looking for the genetic markers that indicate potential
resistance to insecticides such as pyrethrins or pyrethroids.

The researchers found a very high prevalence of “knockdown resistance”, a mutation in the
insect that make it less susceptible to insecticides. The results suggest that more than 98% of
head lice analysed may not be susceptible to many head lice treatment products currently
available.

The result isn’t surprising. With so much use of insecticides against head lice, the development
of resistance should almost be expected.

Before everyone panics, it is important to note that while the mutations that confer insecticide
resistance were found to be widespread, that doesn’t necessarily mean that all head lice will be
resistant to commonly used insecticides. They may be, but we just don’t know to what extent.

There are also likely to be differences between head louse populations across the world.

What about Australia?

Insecticide resistance also occurs in Australian head lice .

Any local product marketed as a head lice treatment must be registered with the Therapeutic
Goods Administration
. While the evidence seems to be mounting that some of these insecticides aren’t working well
against some head lice, there are also other products available.

Australian plant extracts may be useful in beating insecticide-resistant head lice. Tea tree oil
products are commonly available and have been shown to be effective .
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http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00436-003-0881-y
https://www.tga.gov.au/
https://www.tga.gov.au/
http://bmcdermatol.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-5945-10-6
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Some recent research indicates the extracts of the “Tick Bush” may be useful for head lice
treatment too .

We can even ditch the insecticides

Here is the really good news. We don’t have to rely on insecticides to control head lice.

The “ conditioner and comb ” method works well enough. By applying conditioner to the hair,
any adult lice present will be “paralysed” and can then be removed with specially designed “lice
combs”. (Interestingly, the earliest known “lice combs” date back to
1500 BC ).

Repeat the process a week later to catch any lice that hatch from eggs remaining in the hair and
you should be done – at least until next time.

The biggest barrier to success is getting the children to sit still long enough to methodically work
through their hair. Wrangling the kids is probably more difficult than wrangling the lice!

Cameron Webb and the Department of Medical Entomology, NSW Health Pathology and
University of Sydney, have been engaged by a wide range of insect repellent and insecticide
manufacturers to provide testing of products and provide expert advice on biting insect biology.
Cameron has also received funding from local, state and federal agencies to undertake
research into mosquito-borne disease surveillance and management.

Authors: Cameron Webb, Clinical Lecturer and Principal Hospital Scientist, University of Sydney

Read more http://theconversation.com/heres-how-you-beat-indestructible-head-lice-63594
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http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&amp;aid=10253554&amp;fulltextType=RA&amp;fileId=S2055709415000023
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&amp;aid=10253554&amp;fulltextType=RA&amp;fileId=S2055709415000023
https://theconversation.com/head-lice-infestations-dont-let-back-to-school-bloodsuckers-drain-your-patience-11473
http://ae.oxfordjournals.org/content/ae/54/3/164.full.pdf
http://ae.oxfordjournals.org/content/ae/54/3/164.full.pdf
http://theconversation.com/heres-how-you-beat-indestructible-head-lice-63594

