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SPECIAL PROGRAMME 

The past year has seen the completion of the initial planning phase 
of the Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases 
and the beginning of its implementation. Detailed technical plans for 
research and training were prepared, administrative, financial and 
organizational plans were developed. Participants in the Special 
Programme meeting in December 1976 considered and endorsed the scientific 
and technical content, pledged funds for operations in 1977 and agreed 
to proceed with further development of organizational aspects. 
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1. SCIENTIFIC AND TECHNICAL ASPECTS 

The Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases was established in 
response to resolution WHA27.52, and initial plans were endorsed by resolution WHA29.71. 

The Programme is a major new endeavour in international collaboration aimed at radical 
improvement in the control of tropical diseases. The objectives of the Programme are to 
develop new and more effective tools for control, and to assist tropical countries more 
effectively to tackle their disease problems by development of the necessary capability in 
research. There have been major developments in the Special Programme in the past year. 
The Programme has carried out certain pilot activities; detailed plans for scientific and 
organizational aspects have been prepared and major extrabudgetary financial resources have 
been secured to permit extensive programne operations to begin in 1977. 

The Programme is based on an analysis of the health problems caused by tropical diseases 
and on the potential for research to improve their control. For the initial attack, six 
groups of diseases - malaria, schistosomiasis, filariasis including onchocerciasis, trypano-
somiasis (both African and American forms), leprosy, and leishmaniasis - have been selected. 
The Programme is a global one; the countries involved are those in which the diseases present 
major health hazards and those which can contribute scientific and other resources towards 
the Programme objectives. 

1.1 Programme plans, documentation and information 

A comprehensive technical description of the Programme has been prepared which includes 
documentation of the health problems and research approaches to the six diseases, of the 
socioeconomic aspects of tropical diseases, of principles for strengthening national capability 
in research on disease control through training and institution strengthening and of the modes 
of scientific and organizational control of the Programme. A detailed five-year budgetary 
projection has also been prepared. These documents were compiled in consultation with 
numerous experts and they constitute an overall plan for Programme activities. They have 
been widely distributed to health authorities and to the scientific community and formed the 
working papers for the meeting of a technical review group in September 1976 and a meeting of 
participants which took place in December 1976. 

In addition, a non-technical brochure entitled "Tropical Diseases" has been widely 
circulated to individuals who are concerned with health and development problems of the tropi-
cal world but are not specialized in medical or related sciences. The brochure indicates the 
severity of the problems caused by the six diseases and some of the research approaches. 
A Newsletter is issued on a regular basis, describing Special Programme activities for the 
information of potential collaborators and to keep contact with Programme participants. 

1.2 Technical review 

A technical review group was convened in September 1976 to consider the technical and 
scientific aspects of the Programme as it had been planned, assist in drawing up the global 
strategy, and advise on the balance of priorities, including the priority ranking of the 
diseases and of the various approaches proposed for research into each disease. It also 
made recommendations on finance and scheduling of projects within the Programme. 

The group strongly endorsed the general development of the Programme and its objectives, 
examined and in general approved the balance of the various activities, and recommended a 
number of adjustments in specific aspects of the Programme. 

The group reiterated the importance of increasing research capability in tropical 
countries for the greatest impact on disease control. 



1.3 Scientific working groups 

All research activities within the Special Programme are developed and approved by 
scientific working groups. The groups comprise scientists selected on a worldwide basis for 
their knowledge and skills relevant to the tasks of the specific group. The task of a group 
is to review the health problems presented by a disease, to plan a research approach to 
solve these problems, to implement the necessary research, and to evaluate progress. The 
research itself is carried out wherever is most appropriate, with emphasis on activities in 
countries where the diseases are endemic. One or more scientific working groups has or 
will be established for each disease, and other groups will deal with topics which cut across 
diseases (i.e. epidemiology, vector biology and control, socioeconomic aspects, and the 
application of advances in biomedical sciences). The following is a brief summary of 
scientific working group activities to date: 

Malaria : Scientific working groups have met to develop research in chemotherapy and 
immunology. 

The chemotherapy group decided it was necessary to become active in all phases of drug 
development. It is arranging opportunities for widespread clinical evaluation of a new drug, 
proven to be active against drug-resistant falciparum malaria. Other priorities include the 
selection of drugs and technical approaches for extended-action type dosage forms and the 
development of improved techniques for screening of blood and tissue schizonticidal activity. 

Basic biological aspects to identify molecular peculiarities of the Plasmodium which 
might open up new mechanisms in attack are considered in close cooperation with the immunolo-
gists. 

With regard to immunology, recent major advances in knowledge of protective immunity and 
parasite cultivation have indicated that the major thrust should be towards developing a 
vaccine and improving diagnostic tests. The steering committees of these scientific working 
groups have sponsored workshops on the biology of the malaria parasite and its cultivation. 
They have examined and approved certain research proposals, and others are in the process of 
evaluation. 

Filariasis: The first scientific working group met early in 1977 to establish research 
plans in chemotherapy, immunology, epidemiology and pathology of this group of diseases. 
The group took account of the recommendations of previous WHO scientific groups and a workshop 
on the immunology of filariasis which had previously taken place as a pilot activity of the 
Special Programme. The group reviewed research proposals which had been made, and recommended 
certain of them for funding. It also defined additional areas where research should be 
promoted. High priority will be given to research on drugs and their development and a 
possible vaccine for onchocerciasis, complementary to the vector control activities of the 
onchocerciasis control programme in West Africa. 

Leprosy : A scientific working group on the immunology of leprosy was established as a 
pilot activity of the Special Programme and has been active for the past two-and-a-half years. 
This group is exploiting the ability of Mycobacterium leprae to multiply in large numbers in 
the armadillo. This material is being used to develop skin tests to detect early infection, 
and as a basis for research on a vaccine. The scientific working group has established an 
international collaborative programme extending from the Americas to South-East Asia. Trials 
of skin test reagents which are in progress in three different regions are yielding encouraging 
results. 

Preparatory meetings have been held prior to the establishment of a scientific working 
group on the chemotherapy of this disease. 



African trypanosomiasis: A scientific working group had met previously to study goals 
and to consider priorities for chemotherapy. A steering committee met in February 1977 to 
implement the development of compounds potentially effective against early as well as late 
stages of the disease and to explore their mechanism of action. 

Other scientific working groups: Scientific working groups on the following diseases will 
be established within the coming year: schistosomiasis, American trypanosomiasis, and 
leishmaniasis. Scientific working groups will also be established in epidemiology, vector 
biology and control, and biomedical research. The latter group will consider major aspects 
of current research in the biomedical sciences which promise new approaches to the study of 
parasitic diseases. The first topic to be considered will be the application of new 
technologies of tissue culture to improve in vitro cultivation of parasites. Useful discus-
sions have taken place in collaboration with the World Bank with respect to the planning for 
a scientific working group on the socioeconomic aspects of tropical diseases. 

1.4 Training and institution strengthening 

An informal discussion group met in May 1976 to outline objectives and guiding principles 
and to outline a preliminary organizational structure. The report of this group outlined 
plans for training, for strengthening of research institutions in tropical countries, and for 
association of research institutions in tropical and non-tropical countries by their incor-
poration as centres within a Special Programme network. It emphasized the need to relate 
research and training to practical problems encountered by community health services. 
Following the recommendations of the technical review group, a research capability 
strengthening working group will meet shortly to develop detailed plans and policies for 
training and institution strengthening. 

1.5 Regional development of the Programme 

Regional offices are actively involved in the development of Programme activities. The 
aim is to develop a harmonious plan for research which takes into account both the priorities 
established by the Regional Advisory Committees on Medical Research and global Special 
Programme activities. For this purpose, the Special Programme plans have been presented to 
meetings of these committees by Special Programme staff. 

Special Programme activities are most advanced in the African Region. An inventory of 
existing research institutions in Africa has been compiled as a first step in preparing an 
inventory of such institutions in all tropical countries. The Tropical Diseases Research 
Centre at Ndola Central Hospital, Zambia, is now in operation in laboratories constructed by 
the Government of Zambia. Clinical trials are in progress and a pilot survey has been 
conducted as the first activity of a programme in epidemiology. An informal meeting on 
collaboration in research and training on human trypanosomiasis was held in Arusha, United 
Republic of Tanzania, in September 1976, and was attended by representatives from 11 insti-
tutions in east and southern Africa. A detailed inventory of activities and resources was 
prepared as the first stage in developing a collaborative research and training programme. 
The Regional Office for South-East Asia organized a study group on the spread of 
Plasmodium falciparum resistance to chloroquine, from which it is hoped to develop some 
specific activities linked to the Special Programme. 

2. ORGANIZATION AND OPERATION 

During the past year active steps have been taken, in close collaboration with UNDP, to 
determine the organizational framework within which the Special Programme will operate, and 
the modalities of its financing. 



A working group has been convened and individual consultations have been held, the 
results of which were submitted in December 1976 to the meeting of representatives of 35 
governments, agencies and foundations interested in or already contributing to the Programme. 

Action is under way, following the observations and suggestions made at the meeting, to 
determine in a more precise manner how the Programme will be managed scientifically, admini-
stratively and financially. Special attention is given in this connexion to the Executive 
Board's request, in resolution EB59.R31,! that the Director-General "continue to cooperate 
with the United Nations Development Programme, co-sponsor of the Special Programme, and the 
World Bank, particularly with regard to the further development of the financing of the 
programme". 

The action undertaken, the results of which will be reported to the Executive Board and 
the World Health Assembly in due course, is based on the following considerations: 

(a) The Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases is a technical 
cooperation programme of WHO, in terms of resolution WHA29.48. As such, as stated in 
resolution EB59.R31, it calls for "the broadest participation of governments, institutions 
and scientists throughout the world" and for "all forms of contributions". 

(b) This broadly cooperative character of the Programme will be reflected in the composition 
of the organs involved in its administration. Cooperating parties will include governments 
contributing financially to the Programme or providing it with scientific or technical 
support, as well as governments of countries directly affected by the tropical diseases in 
question; they will also include intergovernmental and non-profit-making organizations 
contributing to the Programme. 

(c) Similarly, the overall scientific and technical conduct and evaluation of the Programme 
will be entrusted to a Scientific and Technical Advisory Committee, so composed as to con-
stitute a wide cross-section of world expertise and to ensure not only the highest standards 
of scientific and technical knowledge and experience, but also a sound association of disci-
plines and a balanced representation of the various geographical, cultural, socioeconomic and 
health situations of the countries involved. The same principles will apply to the scientific 
working groups described above. 

3. FINANCING 

It is expected that the resources of the Programme will originate from (a) a Tropical 
Diseases Research Fund which the World Bank has been requested to consider establishing and 
managing; (b) the WHO regular budget and Voluntary Fund for Health Promotion; and (c) other 
agency funds such as the contributions made by the United Nations Development Programme. 

At the meeting held in December 1976 and since that time, pledges pf contributions to 
the WHO Voluntary Fund have been made by 13 participating countries, international agencies 
and foundations for a total US$ 8.5 million for programme activities in 1977. In 
addition, some participants pledged annual contributions over periods of up to five years. 
Other countries have pledged their readiness to provide contributions in kind or in terms of 
scientific manpower, institutional support and training facilities. 

The Executive Board has established under the Voluntary Fund for Health Promotion a 
Special Account for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases which is being credited with 
all cash contributions, or the dollar equivalent of contributions in kind, made to the 
Programme. 

1 WHO Official Records, No. 238, 1977, p. 22. 



As far as possible, cash contributions to the Programme should not be tied to specific 
uses, so that funds may be allocated to particular activities in accordance with priorities 
recommended by the Programme's management organs within the framework of broad policy direc-
tives emanating from the Assembly and the Board. The Director-General has accordingly 
recommended that provision for the Special Programme in the WHO regular budget be made in the 
form of a lump-sum; this recommendation has been endorsed by the Executive Board in 
resolution EB59.R31 and is submitted to the Assembly for decision. Moreover, every effort 
will be made to ensure that other contributions, in particular those pledged or received for 
the Voluntary Fund for Health Promotion, are equally free from any restrictions as to their 
use. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Substantial progress has been made during the past year in the development of the 
Special Programme. The Director-General is confident that a consensus will soon be reached 
as to the management and financing of the Programme which will provide it with an efficient 
scientific and administrative framework together with the critical mass of budgetary resources. 

The Assembly, having taken cognizance of this report and of the Executive Board's report 
and resolution on the subject, will be called upon to adopt a resolution enabling the 
Director-General to pursue his efforts for the intensive and extensive development of the 
Special Programme. 
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