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Mass Treatment Targets Parasitic Infection

Lymphatic Filariasis, Found in 80 Countries, Rarely Kills but Destroys Lives by Causing Deformities

By Davip Broww
IPshingzon Post Staf] Writer

One of the first things that Marc 5. Mi-
vozzi did when he became director of the
Nationai Museum of Health and Medicine in
the early 1990s was to move the elephantia-
sis leg,

Grotesquely swollen and covered with
felds of thickened skin, the feg was probably
the most notorious itemn displayed in what
was once called the Army Medical Museun.

For severai generations of Americans, itwas

a vivid memory of the customary childhood
trip to Washington. Even children who had
only been told about it could picture the leg
in their minds.

Micozzi, & plysicizn and anthropologist
who is now s professor at Jefferson Medical
College in Philadelphia, didn't take the spee-
imen off the display area entirely. But he
movedt the oversized plass Jar that held it in-
toan elevated case so that zny child younger
than about 8 would have to be lifted by an
adult o see it.

That anecdote says z lot about where lym-
phatic filariasis—the parasitic infection that
Teads to the deformity known as elephantia-
sis—falls in the pantheon of human afflic-
tiens. [t is right up there with leprosy in its
ability to elicit revalsion aad pity. However,
unlike feprosy, which is nearly gone from
the world, lymphatic filariasis (LF) remains
prevalent to an extent uaimagined by people
in wealthy, temperate countries, where it
does not exist,

Worldwide, about 40 million pecple have
symptoms of the diseage, about the same
iumber of people Infected with the AIDS vi-
rus. Blood tests show that about 120 miltion
neople are infected. About [ billion people
live in countries—about 80 in all-—where
there is a risk of getting the infection, which
is transmilted by mosguilo bites.

The disease is rarely fatal, but it nev
ertheless destroys lives. in the substantial
minority of people who develop swelling—a
condition called lymphedema-the deformi-
ty begins in young adulthood, ruining mar-
riage prospects and stigmatizing the afflict-
ed, In men, the swelling often occurs in the
serolumn, swelling it to a size that makes sex-
ual activity impossible,

"It is a disease of the poorest of the poor,
und diseases ke it tend to fall oif the poli-
ticians™ agendas,” said David Molyneux, an
expert on lymphatic (ariasis at the Uni-
versity of Liverpool School of Trapical Med-
fing,

Sinee 2000, however, there has been a

PHOIGS FROM WORLD HEALTH GRGRSIFATION

Lymphatic filariasis, a parasitic infectien, causes the deformity known as elephantiasis.

concerted effort to reduce the burden of the
disease through an anpual, mass treatment
program in areas where the infection is en-
demic. The goal is to eliminate lymphatic fl-
ariasis as 2 major pultic heaith problem over
the next two decades, Bradication—getting
rid of every single case, as was done with
sirallpox—is probably not realistic.

The strategy consists of giving people
two drugs once a year. Everyone gets alben-
dazole and ane other drug—either ivermec-
tin or diethylearbamazine (DEC).

in parts of Africa where lymphatic filariz-
sis coexisis with river blindness, ivermectlin
is used, That is because ivermectin also
treats the latter inlection, while DEC can
cause severe reactions in people with river
blindness.

It other parts of the world, DEC, 2 chem-
ical developed after World War 1T is used.
Several decades ago, China added DEC to
salt and was able to eliminale LF from the
country entirely.

One dose of the two drugs kitls the micre-
scopic offspring of the LF worms, called mi-
crofilaria, which circulate in the blood in
concentrations as high as hundreds per mil-
liliter, The drugs also appear to suppress for
many months reproduction by the adult
worms, which are about four inches long
and sometimes show up in ultrasound pic-
tures in “nests” of two or three inside ves-
sels of the lymphatic systen,

Although the drugs do not cure the dis-
ease, they have a profourd effect on its
spread.

When a whole population is treated at
one time, the number of parasites that mos-
quitoes can acguire by biting people falls
steeply. This, in turn, massively culs trans-
misgion because it usually takes thousands
of bites by infected insects to infect a per-
son, (Malaria, on the other hand, is trans-
mitted with just a few bites, which is why
peaple traveling through malaria-infested
areas readily get that disease. These visiting
LF-endemic regions almost never get filaria-
sis.)

The plan is to treat at least 80 percent of
people it LF-endemic arcas for al feast five
years—believed to be the lifespan of the
adult worms.

“The adelt worms die of old age. In the
meantime, we are keeping the microfilaria
in the bleod low enough so that there are no
new infections and, therefore, no new adult
worms,” said Anne Haddix, a heatth econo-
mist who founded the Lymphatic Filariasis
Support Center at Emory University in At-
lata.

Treatment costs rom 10 cents 1o $2 per
person per year, depending largely on how
well organized the progrum is and whether
the pills are distributed by volunieers or
paid workers, The cost is so low in part be-
cause GlaxoSmithKline is supplying alben-

dazole and Merck is providing ivermectin
free for an indefinite period.

GlaxoSmithKline expects to donate more
than $1 billion in medicine and cash over
two decades. Merck s already providing
fvermectin for a similar program against riv-
er Dlindness.

Last year, 39 million people were treated
in 32 ceuntries, up sharply from the 34 mil-
lion people treated in half as many counsries
in 2000, The srogram has generally been
well accepted, organizers say, although
there have been some stumbles.

In a coastal area of Haiti called Leocgane
Comrnune, about half the 150,000 residents
are infected. About 1 percent of the pop-
ulation has elephantiasis, and about a quar-
ter of infected men have some scrotal swell-
ing. When the filariasis program began
several years ago, 72 percent of people older
than 2 took the medicines.

Heowever, when microfilada in great num-
bers are killed in the blood, their death can
trigger fever, headache and nausea. That
happened to many people in Leogane, and
the next year only 52 percent showed up for
treatment.

“So there had to be a tremendous empha-
sis on health education alter this problem
became evident,” said Pairick Lammie, a re-
searcher in the division of parasitic diseases
at the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention, who helped set up the Haiti pro-
gram, After an inlense eampaign of “social
mobilization,” participation rase to 78 per-
cent in the thicd year.

But there have also been unanticipated
benefits from the elimination of the disease.
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This Ghanaian has elephantiasis in her.righ
leg and lymphed in her left b of |
lymphatic filariasis, caused by wonm, inslet_. )

The drugs that kill the LF worms atsa kil
many other parasites (including hookworm,
roundworm and whipworm) that cause’ane-
mia, lassitude and poor growth in children.
A study published in January in the journal
Ecorometrica found that a deweorming pro-
gram in Kenya led to a 7.5 percent increasé
in school attendance and was by far the
cheapest way of decreasing absenteeidmi ev-
er tried.
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