Could Drug for Parasites Also Fight Coronavirus?
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We started writing about the drug IVERMECTIN against COVID-19 back in April, 2020. That’s because Australian researchers reported that this drug for parasites had strong antiviral activity vs. the coronavirus. That was test tube research (Antiviral Research, April 3, 2020). Since then, there have been dozens of other publications on this topic. We report on the latest randomized controlled trial (RCT) using ivermectin to treat COVID-19 (EClinicalMedicine, Jan. 14, 2021) in this article.

A Drug for Parasites:

Ivermectin was introduced in 1981 to treat parasites in animals. The drug was amazingly effective against worms and other parasites in dogs, horses, pigs and sheep. Dog lovers may recognize the name Heartgard. It is sold to protect canine companions from heartworm disease.

Researchers at Merck began considering ivermectin to treat a different parasite (Onchocerca volvulus). Infected Simulium black flies carry the larvae of this worm. It causes untold misery in Africa and Latin America.

The disease is known as river blindness (onchocerciasis). Symptoms include skin rashes, nodules and horrific itching. Inflammation in the eye can lead to clouding of the cornea, optic nerve damage and ultimately blindness. Ivermectin was approved to treat people with river blindness in 1987. The brand name was Mectizan. 

It has since been found to work against a range of parasites. Although most of these are in the form of filaria, tiny thread-like worms, it is also effective  against lice and scabies. A review in the Journal of Drugs in Dermatology (March, 2016) states:

    “Numerous studies report low rates of adverse events, as an oral treatment for parasitic infections, scabies and head lice. Ivermectin has been used off-label to treat diseases associated with Demodex mites, such as blepharitis and demodicidosis. New evidence has linked Demodex mites to rosacea, a chronic inflammatory disease. Ivermectin has recently received FDA and EU approval for the treatment of adult patients with inflammatory lesions of rosacea, a disease in which this agent has been shown to be well tolerated.”

A Drug for Parasites Has Antiviral Activity:

It may seem surprising that a drug for parasites would knock out viruses. However, scientists have previously found that it can slow proliferation of the virus that causes dengue fever. Australian researchers have found that ivermectin has strong antiviral activity (Antiviral Research, online, April 3, 2020):

    “Taken together these results demonstrate that ivermectin has antiviral action against the SARS-CoV-2 clinical isolate in vitro, with a single dose able to control viral replication within 24–48 h in our system…Ultimately, development of an effective anti-viral for SARS-CoV-2, if given to patients early in infection, could help to limit the viral load, prevent severe disease progression and limit person-person transmission…This Brief Report raises the possibility that ivermectin could be a useful antiviral to limit SARS-CoV-2, in similar fashion to those already reported…”

A Randomized Control Trial of a Drug for Parasites:

Last April 2020 we wrote:

    “Unfortunately, this basic laboratory research is still far from uncovering clinical efficacy. Since ivermectin has been used in human medicine for decades, clinicians already know quite a bit about its side effects. However, as with most of the other drugs currently under study, we won’t know if it works against COVID-19 until clinical trials are conducted.”

Now, we have some clinical research to support ivermectin against COVID-19 (EClinicalMedicine, Jan. 19, 2021). Researchers treated 24 COVID patients in Pamplona, Spain. Half were randomized to receive ivermectin. The others got placebo.

Patients who received ivermectin had substantially less viral load after four days. Seven days after treatment with the drug, the viral load was 18 times lower than in the placebo patients. The treated patients were half as likely to lose their sense of taste and smell and a third less likely to develop a cough.

Larger clinical trials are called for before ivermectin becomes a key COVID treatment. The NIH Treatment Guidelines Panel has upgraded its ivermectin recommendation. Instead of warning against its use, as the panel did previously, they have changed to neither for nor against. As a result, ivermectin is in the same category as monoclonal antibodies. As more research becomes available, clinicians will be better able to gauge the effectiveness of ivermectin against COVID-19.

NOTE: No one should EVER take veterinary medicine! We will need confirmatory research with dosage guidelines before doctors will prescribe ivermectin for COVID-19.

