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Letters

National healthy skin guidelines 
for Indigenous Australians: the 
impact of dog health programs 
requires evaluation

To the Editor: Skin disease contributes 
to the health disadvantage of Indigenous 
Australians, and the recent publication of 
the healthy skin guidelines is welcome.1 
Scabies is a significant health problem for 
some remote Indigenous communities, 
and the healthy skin guidelines describe a 
series of community-based scabies control 
programs. These programs resulted in 
initial reductions in prevalence of scabies, 
but they were not sustained, as human 
scabies was eventually reintroduced.1

The guidelines used a systematic 
literature review to ensure that all relevant 
research was included. However, since the 
review of scabies was limited to studies 
of human scabies, implications of canine 
scabies may have been overlooked.2,3 
Therefore, a statement such as “dog 
control programs are of no benefit to the 
community control of human scabies 
infestations” requires scrutiny.

Canine scabies mites are distinguishable 
from human scabies mites by 

genotyping.4 Clinically, canine scabies 
can cause a transient human infestation, 
with no ongoing transmission cycle. The 
lesions of canine scabies occur primarily 
on body areas that have been in contact 
with dogs, and are intensely itchy after 
a shorter period compared with lesions 
of human scabies. The infestation is self-
limiting unless the person is reinfested.5

As with human scabies, the intense 
itch from infestation by canine scabies 
can lead to scratching and skin trauma, 
providing an entry point for bacterial 
infection. Complications such as post-
streptococcal glomerulonephritis and 
chronic renal disease can also arise from 
canine scabies. Moreover, outbreaks 
of scabies in humans can be caused 
by repeated transmission of canine 
scabies.5 Management of people affected 
by canine scabies includes treatment of 
affected dogs and their contacts.3

Comprehensive dog health programs 
provide broad-based community 
benefits, including reduced injuries 
from dog attacks, improved community 
and workplace safety, reduced sleep 
disturbance from barking and fighting 
dogs, and enhanced dogs’ appearance, 
behaviour and wellbeing. Dogs are 

considered family members in some 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities, sharing housing, 
bedding and food; hence, human 
and dog health and wellbeing are 
intimately linked.

No trials have yet examined the impact 
of dog health programs on scabies 
transmission in humans or other health 
outcomes in the remote Indigenous 
communities where scabies is a public 
health problem.2 Without evidence from 
trials, the impact, or lack thereof, of dog 
health programs on human health is 
speculative.
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