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Dear Editor,

The escalating spread of scabies, caused by the Sarcoptes scabiei mite, is a pressing and worrisome
public health concern, with increasing worldwide incidence every year and frequent outbreaks,!
making it not only an Italian problem but a global one. The World Health Organization (WHO) has
identified several key actions to control scabies,? the most significant being the provision of funded
therapies and their integration into universal health coverage programs. One major barrier to
effectively managing this infectious disease is the cost of treatment, which limits access to care and
worsens the spread, especially among economically disadvantaged groups. Specific studies on its
impact on treatment failure are limited,? and a recent study has proposed the development of a new
scabies severity scoring system to better tailor therapeutic strategies based on the gravity of
infestation, highlighting the need for a standardized clinical tool to optimize patient management and
resource allocation.* Above all, experts recognize cost as a significant factor influencing patient
outcomes and treatment success. Moreover, this is not only a matter of public health necessity but
also of equity, as the cost of treatment should never constitute a barrier to care, particularly for
vulnerable populations, who are often the most exposed and disproportionately affected during
outbreaks.

Scabies is classified as a neglected disease and is mainly prevalent among impoverished communities,
migrants, and the low-income population. Therefore, availability of free medications is essential to
prevent the uncontrolled spread of scabies, especially in healthcare facilities, schools, and other
communal environments. Without access to affordable treatment, many individuals may delay or
forgo care, leading to broader public health consequences.’

In response to this growing need, in Italy, the Autonomous Province of Trento and the Emilia-
Romagna region have taken pioneering steps by providing ivermectin free of charge. To address a
dramatic 482% increase in notified cases of scabies between 2022 and 2023 (unpublished data), the
Province of Trento, through the Provincial Health Service (APSS), from April 2023, guarantees the
provision of ivermectin both to infected individuals and their close contacts. Similarly, Emilia-
Romagna has implemented measures to ensure that ivermectin, but also pyrethroid derivatives and
benzyl benzoate, are dispensed under the Regional Health Service since July 2024, in order to face
the increase in diagnoses recorded from 2013. Considering that scabies is a notifiable disease in Italy,
including national epidemiological data (e.g., annual cases reported in recent years) would strengthen
awareness of the disease’s spread and justify regional interventions.

Given the high economic cost of this initiative, it is essential to evaluate its impact through various

indicators, primarily the therapeutic efficacy and control of the spread of infestations, but also to



assess the impact of providing free treatment. To address these issues, we started a national research
protocol (SCAB-net), which is still ongoing at present. While ivermectin has been included in the 21
WHO Essential Medicines List, many countries, including ours, have not yet fully implemented this
recommendation.

The SCAB-net protocol aims to address this gap by defining clear participation criteria and ensuring
accessibility throughout Italy, laying the groundwork for structured, evidence-based intervention. In
particular, SCAB-net is a multicentric observational study — both retrospective and prospective — that
aims to collect standardized clinical data on scabies cases across various regions. Participation is open
to all public dermatology services in Italy, with data collection conducted via the REDCap platform.
The protocol includes both pediatric and adult patients and focuses on evaluating treatment efficacy,
documenting resistant cases, and identifying risk factors for therapeutic failure.

We are writing to urgently advocate for the provision of free medications for the treatment of scabies,
in line with WHO recommendations. The final objective of our letter is to share our experience and
to provide an official document to actively urge health authorities and policymakers to consider
similar programs to make scabies treatment accessible to everyone. Free access to medications like
ivermectin represents not only an essential step in controlling scabies outbreaks but also a cost-
effective public health strategy. It can help reduce the economic burden on healthcare systems,
prevent secondary infections, and align with global health equity goals. Above all, it reinforces the

moral obligation to protect the most vulnerable populations.
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