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Body Lice

Body lice, Pediculus humanus var. humanus, are parasitic insects responsible for causing
pediculosis corporis, a condition characterized by intense itching, skin irritation, and the potential
for disease transmission. These small, wingless, flat insects are distinct from head and pubic lice,
although they share similar biological characteristics. Unlike head lice, which are found on the
scalp, body lice primarily inhabit clothing, especially in the seams, where they lay their eggs (nits).
The adult lice travel to the skin to feed on blood, leading to inflammation and discomfort, notably
in areas like the back, neck, shoulders, and waistline. The presence of red bumps or spots and
significant itching are hallmark symptoms of body lice infestations.

Epidemiology and Transmission

Pediculosis corporis is most commonly seen in individuals living in crowded, unsanitary
conditions, where poor hygiene facilitates the spread of lice. In contrast to scabies, which affects
the hands and feet, body lice typically avoid these areas and prefer the trunk, especially around the
waistline and other clothing seams. Although the lice themselves are vectors for various infectious
diseases, including trench fever, relapsing fever, and epidemic typhus, these diseases are
transmitted through lice feces rather than through the bite itself. When an infected person
scratches the feces of the lice into broken skin, they are at risk for infection.

Clinical Manifestation

The most common symptoms associated with body lice infestations are severe pruritus (itching)
and erythematous, papular lesions, often found on the back, neck, shoulders, and waistline. The
intense itching is a result of an allergic reaction to the lice's saliva during feeding. Over time, these
lesions can become secondarily infected, contributing to further discomfort and potential
complications.

Treatment and Management of Body Lice

Managing body lice infestations involves both pharmacological treatment and environmental
decontamination. Below are the key components of treatment:

➢ Environmental Decontamination: Lice eradication in the environment is critical, as lice
can live on clothing for up to 10 days without a blood meal. Therefore, it is essential to
thoroughly clean or discard any infested clothing, bedding, and personal items. Laundering
clothing in hot water and placing it in a dryer at temperatures near 149°F (65°C) for at least
30 minutes can effectively kill lice and their eggs. Ironing clothing may also help eliminate
residual lice.
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➢ Topical Treatments: Permethrin cream (1%) is a first-line topical treatment for body lice,
applied directly to the skin to kill lice and prevent re-infestation. Permethrin disrupts the
lice's nervous system by interfering with sodium channels, leading to paralysis and death of
the parasite .

➢ Oral Medications: Ivermectin, an oral antiparasitic agent, is another effective treatment for
body lice. Ivermectin works by binding to the parasite’s glutamate-gated chloride channels,
causing paralysis and death of the lice. It is especially useful for severe infestations or when
topical treatments fail.

➢ Preventive Measures: To prevent re-infestation, the application ofMalathion powder or
Permethrin spray to clothing and bedding is recommended. These products act as
insecticides and can kill lice that are present on clothing, reducing the risk of re-infestation.

Re-infestation and Resistance

Despite successful treatment, re-infestation is a common concern, particularly in areas with poor
hygiene and limited access to cleaning resources. Additionally, lice may develop resistance to
certain insecticides over time, complicating treatment efforts. Repeated environmental
decontamination and combination therapies, including both topical and oral medications, may be
necessary to ensure effective eradication.

Conclusion

Body lice infestation remains a significant public health issue, particularly in overcrowded and
unsanitary living conditions. The management of pediculosis corporis requires a comprehensive
approach that includes both pharmacological treatment and environmental measures. With the
availability of effective topical and oral therapies, such as Permethrin and Ivermectin, along with
thorough decontamination of personal items, successful eradication is achievable. However,
challenges such as re-infestation and insecticide resistance necessitate ongoing vigilance and
preventive measures.
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