
 

Scabies: What to know about the outbreak of
this contagious skin condition in hospitals
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Google searches for "NSW scabies outbreak" have spiked over recent
days in light of an outbreak of the contagious skin condition in New
South Wales.
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https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?q=nsw%20scabies%20outbreak&date=now%207-d&geo=AU&hl=en-US


 

According to the Illawarra Shoalhaven Local Health District south of
Sydney, an initial case was detected at Wollongong Hospital in late July.
Since then, at least 11 patients and 23 staff have been diagnosed with
scabies across four hospitals in the region.

So what is scabies, and is this outbreak cause for concern?

An itchy rash

Scabies is a skin infestation caused by the Sarcoptes scabiei mite (a type
of microscopic insect), which buries underneath skin and lays eggs.

Generally, the symptoms show up as an itchy rash, raised bumps, or
bites. You may also see "tracks" on your skin, which might appear as
thin, tiny, raised or discolored lines.

Scabies most commonly appears in folds of the skin, such as between the
fingers, under the armpit, or in the groin area. The itch is usually worse
at night or after you've had a hot shower.

Scabies can look a lot like other rashes, such as eczema, psoriasis, or
even just dry skin. So the best thing to do if you think you might have
scabies is to go and be assessed by a doctor or other health professional.
They will be better able to tell whether or not it's scabies, and may also
take a skin sample to identify it.

How does scabies spread?

Scabies spreads by skin-to-skin contact. It can also spread via towels,
bedding and clothes. This is because the mite can survive outside a
human for roughly 48 hours.
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https://www.islhd.health.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/media/Media_Releases_2024/240805_Scabies_Outbreak_ISLHD_Response.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/outbreak/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/skin/
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/infectious-diseases/scabies
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/scabies
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/scabies
https://www.islhd.health.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/media/Media_Releases_2024/240805_Scabies_Outbreak_ISLHD_Response.pdf
https://www.islhd.health.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/media/Media_Releases_2024/240805_Scabies_Outbreak_ISLHD_Response.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/skin+contact/
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/infectious-diseases/scabies


 

Once you've been exposed to the parasite and it has been transmitted, it
can take between two and eight weeks for symptoms to present. This is
because it takes time for the mite to enter the skin, lay their eggs there,
and for the eggs to hatch, which contributes to the symptoms.

However, you can be a source of transmission even before symptoms
appear, which is why scabies can be so difficult to control.

Can it be treated?

It's important not to scratch scabies. Doing so may spread the newborn
mites under your skin, meaning a larger area can become affected.
Scratching could also cause a secondary bacterial infection.

The good news is scabies can be treated quite easily once it's identified.
Your doctor will usually recommend a cream or lotion, which will
generally be available over the counter. The cream is normally applied to
your whole body (staying away from sensitive areas such as the head and
neck) once before bed, and then again around a week later. But follow
the instructions for use on the product or any guidance from your doctor.

The topical treatment kills the mites and eggs, so it's safe for someone
who has had scabies to mix with other people 24 hours after the initial
treatment.

How contacts are managed or treated will be advised by health
authorities or professionals. But, given scabies is so contagious, it's
generally recommended that close contacts of known cases receive
treatment too, via a single application of the cream or lotion.

If you or someone in your house has scabies, wash any bedding, towels
or clothing used in the previous 48 hours in a hot-wash cycle. If you
don't have access to a hot wash, another option is to collect these items
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https://www.health.vic.gov.au/infectious-diseases/scabies
https://www.islhd.health.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/media/Media_Releases_2024/240805_Scabies_Outbreak_ISLHD_Response.pdf
https://www.thenewdaily.com.au/life/health/2024/08/08/scabies-outbreak-explained
https://www.thenewdaily.com.au/life/health/2024/08/08/scabies-outbreak-explained
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/infectious-diseases/scabies
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/infectious-diseases/scabies
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/scabies
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/scabies
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/scabies
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/initial+treatment/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/initial+treatment/


 

into a plastic bag and leave it for a week. The mites will have died by the
time you retrieve them.

Scabies is quite common

According to the World Health Organization, at least 200 million people
worldwide have scabies at any one time. Scabies can occur anywhere but
is most common in areas with high population density.

It's endemic in some remote communities in Australia, where it
predominantly affects Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

Sometimes, outbreaks will occur in regional and metropolitan areas, as
we're seeing now in NSW.

Outbreaks can spread easily in places like nursing homes, child care
centers, detention centers and prisons, where people live or spend time in
close quarters.

What about the NSW outbreak?

Information about how the outbreak in NSW started is currently
unavailable. It's unlucky an outbreak has affected hospitals, which have
strong infection prevention and control procedures.

Health-care facilities have plans in place to manage an outbreak of this
nature if it occurs. Any patient with scabies, or suspected to have it,
would likely be put into what we call "contact precautions." This means
they would have their own room and bathroom, and staff looking after
them would have to take extra protective measures.

It's recommended any staff member with scabies should not return to
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https://www.cdc.gov/scabies/about/index.html
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/scabies
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2024-03-08/scabies-spike-nt-remote-laundries/103562248
https://journals.plos.org/plosntds/article?id=10.1371/journal.pntd.0009751
https://sussex.figshare.com/articles/chapter/Scabies_management_in_institutions/23495189
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/infection-control-guidelines-feb2020.pdf


 

work until 24 hours after they've received the appropriate treatment.

The Illawarra Shoalhaven Local Health District also says it's undertaking 
extensive contact tracing to identify people who may be at risk.

But even with stringent infection prevention and control procedures and
a thorough public health response, the outbreak is likely to take some
time to bring under control. This is mainly because of the challenges of
diagnosis and the time between when a person is exposed and when
symptoms appear.

If you've spent time in one of the affected hospitals, or live in the local
area, there's no need to panic. But keep an eye out for any unusual rash,
and seek medical attention if symptoms develop.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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