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INTENSIFICATION OF RESEARCH ON 
TROPICAL PARASITIC DISEASES

In spite of considerable efforts, the effective control of 
malaria and other parasitic diseases is beyond the technological and 
economic resources of many tropical countries. Furthermore, the 
tools available for the control of these diseases are in some cases 
inadequate. It is therefore necessary to intensify and coordinate 
research to develop new or improved control methods.

The WHO Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical 
Diseases has been launched as a global effort designed to develop such 
methods with the ultimate objective of equipping health services with 
effective and low-cost techniques for prevention and treatment. By 
promoting research in the tropical countries themselves and encouraging 
the active participation of local scientists, the Special Programme seeks 
to develop effective research capacity to deal with local problems.

the Executive Board recommended the development of the Special 
Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases, expressed the 
hope that funds and other necessary forms of cooperation would continue 
to be made available for this purpose, and transmitted this report, 
which has been updated since the Board's session, to the Twenty-ninth 
World Health Assembly, together with its comments.2

Previous WHO activities

WHO has for many years collaborated with various scientists and institutions on research 
related to malaria and other parasitic diseases. The financial assistance provided by the 
Organization has been only on a small scale but has acted as a catalyst for additional sources 
of funds.

Research assisted by the Organization covers the life cycle, ultrastructure, metabolism 
and mechanism of survival in the human host of the most important species of parasites; the 
biology of vectors and intermediate hosts, their genetics and the possibility of controlling 
them by chemicals, biological agents and genetic methods; the immune response of the human 
host, including pathology and immunopathology, and immunization; and chemotherapeutic 
possibilities. In 1975 alone 88 research projects and seven collaborating centres were 
assisted by WHO. In addition, four sizeable field research projects on malaria, schisto
somiasis, filariasis and trypanosomiasis were in operation. Considerable research was also 
undertaken in connexion with the Onchocerciasis Control Programme in the Volta River Basin 
area in West Africa.

In resolution EB57.R20,^ adopted at its fifty-seventh session,

 ̂WHO Official Records, No. 231, 1976, p. 13.

WHO Official Records, No. 232, 1976, pp. 242-252.

108297



A29/14
page 2

Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases

The Special Programme is being developed to achieve the two interrelated objectives:

(a) the search for new or better methods of controlling tropical diseases, in 
particular the development and application of vaccines, new and improved chemotherapeutic 
agents and diagnostic tests, and, where applicable, new techniques for vector control, 
including biological methods.

(b) the strengthening of research capacity by the training of scientists and technicians 
in the endemic areas of the world, coordination of research activity, and various other 
forms of institutional support.

Present status of the Special Programme

A strategy for the Special Programme was drawn up at the request of the World Health 
Assembly^ and the Executive Board.^ It follows the guidelines established by the WHO 
Advisory Committee on Medical Research and a planning group that met in November 1974, whose 
recommendations are summarized in the Annex.^ Goal-oriented scientific working groups ("task 
forces" or "project teams") bring together the best scientific talents from tropical and 
technologically advanced countries to plan and supervise the research necessary to achieve the 
objectives of the programme. A network of existing laboratories in endemic and non-endemic 
areas will be the major resource that will provide opportunities for collaborative research work 

and also the means of achieving the second objective of strengthening research capacity in the 
tropics. The Director-General is pleased to report on action taken to date and on the 
planning and pilot operations.

A. PROGRAMME PLANNING

Following resolution WHA28.71, in which the Twenty-eighth Health Assembly expressed the 
hope that all Member States and voluntary agencies would make funds and other resources 
available to the maximum extent possible for the purpose of promoting biomedical research and 
research training activities, with special emphasis on the problems of the developing countries, 
a Meeting of Heads of Agencies in connexion with the Special Programme for Research and Training 
*Ln Tropical Diseases was held on 6-7 October 1975, with the co-sponsorship of UNDP. Sixteen 
countries, three United Nations agencies and four intergovernmental organizations were repre
sented at the meeting, as well as three foundations and one centre.

Following considerable discussion of the Programme at the meeting, funds were pledged to 
promote further planning and the implementation of pilot projects. The Organization is 
preparing detailed proposals covering the long-term aspects of the scope, management, and 
financing of the Programme; these proposals are being developed in consultation with some of 
the participating countries and agencies. It is intended to submit these plans to a formal 
meeting to be held towards the end of 1976, which would include the largest possible number of 
participating countries and agencies, with the aim of securing the long-term commitments 
necessary for full-scale development of the Programme.

B. PILOT ACTIVITIES

A number of pilot activities have commenced.

 ̂ Handbook of Resolutions and Decisions, Vol. II, 1973-1974, resolution WHA27.61; WHO 
Official Records, No. 226, 1975, resolutions WHA28.51, WHA28.70 and WHA28.71.

^ WHO Official Records, No. 223, 1975, resolution EB55.R35.

3 A28/13.
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1. Scientific working groups ("task forces")

Four scientific working groups are already established and functioning:

(a) Immunology of leprosy

A task force on the immunology of leprosy was established in 1974. With the final 
aim of achieving primary prevention of leprosy, three main objectives were chosen:
(i) to develop a skin test for detecting subclinical infection; (ii) to develop a 
specific antileprosy vaccine, and (iii) to elaborate methods for immunotherapy. For the 
attainment of these objectives, a macronetwork of projects and activities to be carried 
out has been set up. The task force met for the second time at the end of December 1975.

(b) Chemotherapy of malaria

The first meeting was held in November 1975.

(c) Chemotherapy of trypanosomiasis

The first meeting was held in May 1975.

(d) Immunology of African trypanosomiasis

The first meeting took place in December 1975.

There have been preliminary consultations with regard to setting up scientific working 
groups in three other areas: (i) immunology of schistosomiasis; (ii) immunology of 
filariasis; (iii) chemotherapy of leprosy.

Two scientific working groups will be convened soon. The first, on the immunology of 
malaria, is scheduled for July 1976. This group will explore the possibility of developing 
a vaccine. The second, on the chemotherapy of schistosomiasis, is being planned to meet 
within the next year.

Other plans for the next year include scientific meetings on the following:

(a) in vitro cultivation of malaria parasites;

(b) specific biological features of the parasite and host in malaria;

(c) research in leishmaniasis;

(d) immunology of Chagas' disease.

2. The network of collaborating centres

(a) Ndola Tropical Disease Research Centre

Thanks to the cooperation of the Government of Zambia, a laboratory has been established 
in Ndola as a potential multidisciplinary research centre. The centre is undertaking two 
main activities at this stage:

(i) Epidemiological surveys to define the distribution of parasitic diseases, as 
seen against the general background of the health status of the community;

(ii) Drug trials for potential antimalarial and antischistosomal drugs.
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(b) Other network centres

The identification of potential network centres is proceeding in both developing and 
industrialized countries. Contacts are being established with national and subregional 
research councils to explore with them their possible participation in the Special Programme.

(c) Training activities

The requirements for trained scientists and technicians are being estimated and the 
training programme is being designed to produce the necessary manpower for achieving the 
objectives of the Special Programme.



ANNEX

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS OF PLANNING GROUP* ON SPECIAL PROGRAMME 
FOR RESEARCH AND TRAINING IN TROPICAL DISEASES

Geneva, 12-15 November 1974

A. GENERAL

(1) The WHO Secretariat should continue preparations of plans for a Special Programme in 
Tropical Diseases Research and Training (TDRT) following resolution WHA27.61,2 and the 
recommendations of the ACMR.^

(2) Plans should be prepared in detail in consultation, where necessary, with selected 
advisers on particular topics. As soon as possible these plans should be presented to 

potential funding agencies.

(3) A scientific advisory committee of 10-12 members should be invited to advise on the 
general policy and implementation of the overall TDRT programme. The members should include 
scientists of international repute, active in branches of research relevant to the overall 
programme, as well as individuals with administrative experience of research and medical care 
programmes in tropical and subtropical countries.

(4) The main features of the overall plan should be the establishment of:

(a) project teams;

(b) a network of research and training centres and collaborating laboratories with 
focus of effort in Africa south of the Sahara, but linked to institutions with similar 
interests in other developing as well as developed countries;

(c) a multidisciplinary research and training centre in Africa.

(5) The diseases selected for study in the initial phase should be: malaria, schistosomiasis, 
onchocerciasis and other filarial infections, leprosy, trypanosomiasis and leishmaniasis.

(6) The TDRT programme should be coordinated with other relevant programmes of WHO, e.g. in 
communicable diseases, parasitic infections, strengthening of health services, vector control, 
and nutrition, both at headquarters and in the regions of WHO in addition to Africa where the 
initial focus of effort would be placed.

B. SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS 

Training and careers

(7) The network of research and training centres including the multidisciplinary centre 
should, as soon as possible, start to train scientific workers and technical staff for research 
on communicable diseases of tropical countries, in close relationship with universities and 
health authorities in Africa and elsewhere.

(8) A high priority should be given to the development of model systems for career oppor
tunities for:
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This consisted of 15 outside consultants plus WHO secretariat. 

2 Off. Rec. Wld Hlth Org. , 1974, No. 217.

See document A28/l3.
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(a) Africans who are trained under the scheme;

(b) nationals of non-African countries engaged in research on tropical diseases.

Project teams

(9) Project teams should be set up as soon as possible so that they can identify the people 
and the network of research and training centres and collaborating laboratories which would 
participate in the programme. These teams should also make recommendations on scientific 
priorities, how to achieve them, and their costs. The research plans of the project teams 
should be goal-oriented and aim at the development of new and improved methods, and their 
rapid application, for the diagnosis, treatment, prevention and control of the selected 
diseases.

Network of research and training centres and collaborating laboratories

(10) An assessment should be made of existing research efforts in Africa on tropical diseases 
and, where possible, support should be given to already established institutions. New 
research and training centres should be established, where indicated, collaborating with other 
laboratories in Africa and elsewhere.

Multidisciplinary centre

(11) The requirements for such a centre should now be examined in detail. The inquiry 
should be based on the proposal that it should be established at Ndola, Zambia. An admini
strator should be appointed as soon as possible to consider all the local requirements and to 
recommend action. Exploratory discussions should define the task of the Director of the 
Centre, and to define the type of qualifications required so that suitable candidates can be 
identified.

(12) The relationship of the Centre to the network of research and training centres and to 
the project teams should be formulated in detail.

(13) The staffing, equipment and animal facilities required for the Centre should be examined, 

and costing undertaken.

(14) Offers already made from several institutes of cooperation of staff who might help in 
the initial phases of the programme should be given serious consideration for early acceptance. 
In this way impetus can be achieved while the more permanent staff are being recruited. The 
convening of workshops, seminars and other meetings at the Centre as soon as possible would 
give further impetus to the development of the Centre.

Administration

(15) The plans outlined here are large, and the detailed preparatory studies required 
involving a systems approach need qualified and experienced staff. The Group stressed the 
importance of devising a system of administration appropriate to carry out this research and 

training programme.

(16) It was recognized that the recurrent cost of these schemes might be of the order of
$ 15 million per annum, but that they might have to be tailored to use whatever funds became 

available.
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(17) Discussions with potential donor agencies should include recognition of their special 
interests and requirements, and the size and types of contribution that might be anticipated.

(18) Consideration should be given to the eventual establishment of a consultative group 
which would include representatives of donor agencies, regions, and the scientific advisory 
committee, a procedure which has been successfully employed with respect to internationally- 
supported agricultural science institutes.


