
• Lindane (gamma hexachlorocyclohexane) is a chemical
compound used in some prescription treatments for
head lice and scabies (as well as some dog dips for
mange). Lindane is a persistent chemical that can build
up (bioaccumulate) in aquatic animals.

• Overuse of lindane can seriously affect the nervous
system, causing seizures or convulsions.1

• When poured down the drain, one dose of lindane
used to control lice or scabies can pollute millions of

gallons of water to levels exceeding EPA’s water qual-
ity standards.2

• Sewage treatment facility operators in California
determined that lindane lotions and shampoos were the
primary source of excess lindane loads being dis-
charged into surface water. (As a result, California
banned the use of lindane to treat lice and scabies.)3

• Lindane treatments for lice and scabies can pose higher
risks to patients and the environment than other treatments.
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Is lindane appropriate for the treatment of head lice?
Studies indicate that less toxic and less environmentally
damaging treatment alternatives perform with equal or
greater efficacy.4 Yet lindane is still prescribed frequent-
ly as a treatment for head lice and scabies in the United
States – including in many public institutions.

What are the human health risks associated
with lindane? 
• Lindane can damage the human nervous system.

Overexposure is linked to seizures, convulsions, and
other nervous system problems. Acute overexposure
to lindane can lead to death.5

• Workers exposed to this insecticide at manufacturing
plants experienced lung irritation, heart and blood dis-
orders, headaches, convulsions, and changes in repro-
ductive hormones.6

• The US National Toxicology Program categorizes lin-
dane as “reasonably anticipated to be a human car-
cinogen,”7 and the International Agency for Research
on Cancer lists it as a possible human carcinogen.8

• The Hazardous Substances Database of the National
Library of Medicine lists numerous peer-reviewed
reports of lindane poisoning episodes resulting in agi-
tation, seizures, convulsions, and even death. In sev-

eral cases, overexposure resulted from the overuse of
lindane remedies for head lice.9

• Misuse of lindane is common in the home. The
Washington State Department of Health reported that,
from 1991 to 1999, 25 children swallowed lindane left
within their reach and nine people gave lindane to
themselves or their children by accident.10

• Nursing women exposed to lindane can feed it to their
babies in their breast milk.11

How do the risks of lindane exposure compare
with the risks of other treatments? 
• A 1996 study found that human skin is 20 times more

permeable to lindane than to permethrin, an alterna-
tive lice and scabies treatment. It concluded that “[t]he
risk for toxic effects…is projected to be 40 to 400
times lower for 5% permethrin cream than for 1% lin-
dane lotion.” 12 

• Lindane has been shown in animal studies to affect
the endocrine system.13

What environmental risks are associated with
lindane? 
• The Los Angeles County Sanitation District (LACSD)

estimates that one 2-ounce dose of lindane can pollute
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6 million gallons of water, the equivalent of 300
swimming pools.14 Because lindane use in the US
is extremely restricted, LACSD has concluded that
“the main source of lindane in sewers is the treat-
ment of head lice and the skin mite scabies.”15

• Lindane is “highly to very highly toxic" to fish and
bees, and is moderately toxic to birds.16

• EPA considers lindane a pollutant of concern in the
Great Lakes due to its persistence in the environ-
ment, potential to bioaccumulate, and toxicity to
humans and the environment.17

• Lindane was detected in 6% of the surface water
bodies tested by the US Geological Survey in its
National Reconnaissance Study.18 It has also been
detected at unsafe levels in individual water bodies.
For example, concentrations sufficient to produce

negative ecosystem effects have been found in the
Lake Erie basin.19 Lindane levels exceeding water
quality standards have also been found in freshwa-
ter bodies in Ohio.20

• Lindane is highly persistent in soils and in water,
and can build up in plants with high lipid content.21

This insecticide also can migrate from soils to
groundwater, as it has been found at low levels in
groundwater samples from across the US.22

For lindane-free management practices that facilities
may employ, with or without the use of chemical con-
trols, to successfully prevent or treat head lice or sca-
bies infestations, see INFORM’s fact sheets “Lindane-
Free Head Lice Prevention and Treatment” and
“Lindane-Free  Scabies Prevention and Treatment.” 
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