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Health Education of the Public: its Role
in the Eradication of Vector-Borne Disease

H. P. S. GILLETTE'

The importance of the role of information and education in the control and eradication
of vector-borne diseases is well recognized. What is not so well recognized is the need for
the fullest exploitation of this role on a national and global scale in the construction of
control and eradication programmes. Such programmes are greatly hindered by ignorance
and fear and the lack offullest co-operation between all bodies concerned. Both the public
and governments must be made aware of the importance ofsuch programmes and the goals
they would accomplish if carried out to finality. The success of eradication and control
programmes can be completely prevented unless those who are to benefit are in a position
to understand why these programmes are being undertaken, why they themselves should be
participants, and why constant vigilance is required to prevent recurrence of the conditions
that give rise to disease and untimely death. The author stresses the need for a properly
staffed and well-serviced health education division within the framework of the national
health organization, as well as the establishment of an epidemiological and statistical
branch. Specific attention should be given to the integration within the school syllabus not
only of basic health rules, but also of simple preventive medicine, with special relation to
control or eradication programmes already in the course of execution.

The role of information and education in the
control and eradication of the vectors of malaria,
yellow fever, equine encephalomyelitis, elephan-
tiasis, dengue and other diseases is well recognized.
Less well recognized, however, is the importance
and power of the systematic and persistent exploita-
tion of this tool on a national and global scale in the
struggle against disease. The pursuit of such an
objective is not easy in the face of indifference,
superstition and distortion of truth. These attitudes
present a severe threat to what might otherwise have
been easy and simple-the implementation of
control or eradication programmes. The smooth
functioning of such programmes is further com-
plicated in many countries by incomplete co-
ordination between programmes of education and
the actual field programmes calculated to effect
eradication or control.

1 Former Federal Medical Adviser to the Government
of the West Indies; formerly Director of Medical Services
and Malariologist, Government of Trinidad and Tobago.

COLLECTION OF DATA

In collecting information relative to any disease or
group of diseases, many diverse aspects must be
borne in mind; such data must be collected from
individual as well as group sources, from interested
community groups as well as from those that are
apparently uninterested. The public health officer,
the sanitarian, the nurse, the medical officer and
other workers must play their part fully in receiving
and evaluating such information. Simple observa-
tions, seemingly unimportant both in themselves and
in the mind of the observer, may have great signifi-
cance in the broader picture of factors that produce
illness and even epidemics of preventable diseases.
When yellow fever, largely sylvatic, broke out in 1954
in Trinidad, the first thing to attract attention was
the idle mention by a woodsman that during the
previous week he had twice stumbled across a dead
monkey on a forest trail. The story was investigated
and it came to light that similar incidents had been
observed occasionally during the past year. Other
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woodsmen and hunters remarked, on further
questioning, on the obvious reduction in numbers of
the monkey bands as judged by the intensity of their
howling in the forest. Within a week, a nearby
woodsman became ill and blood tests revealed that
he had yellow fever. Within a month, the disease
had occurred in scattered areas over a wide belt of
forest country, and vigorous measures were immedi-
ately started to deal with the heavy Aedes aegypti
breeding in neighbouring hamlets and villages. By
the time a month later-that a case of urban
yellow fever was discovered in Port-of-Spain (the
capital with 120 000 people and an Aedes index
of 10 %-20 %) the entire town had been " blanketed "
with DDT and no further case arose in the city. It
was obviously fortunate that the simple story of a
dead monkey on a forest trail had come to our
attention and that its importance was promptly
evaluated.

In underdeveloped areas there tends to arise a host
of such stories, and their proper evaluation depends
on the sound training and broad knowledge of the
public health workers. They must explore every
avenue of possible information. They must, above
all, live in close relation with the community and
must inspire full confidence. A proper epidemiolo-
gical and medical statistical department, efficiently
and adequately staffed and well equipped, is essen-
tial. Its possession of information and epidemiolo-
gical data is the best means of convincing the
authorities of the importance of continued effort and
the need for a sufficiency of funds.
Broadly speaking the international agencies

dealing with health perform an invaluable service in
the collection, collation and dissemination of needed
information, although it would be valuable if means
could be found to speed up the distribution to
scientific workers of the data collected. There is,
moreover, need for the quicker and better reporting
of data not only on a national basis but still more on
a regional and local basis. In many of the newly
emergent nations the emphasis in matters of health
has been on the curative aspects, while the important
preventive side, lacking quick and dramatic appeal,
is frequently neglected. Health administrations in
such areas must re-orient their thinking, and one of
the best means of helping such countries is by
convincing them of the need for basic information
within their own territories. Most of them are today
suffering from a dearth of public health adminis-
trators and workers, and the future of their pre-
ventive health services is in the balance.

DISSEMINATION OF INFORMATION

On the practical side, a number of circumstances
guarantee the success of field programmes aimed at
the control and eradication of disease-transmitting
vectors. Better laboratory techniques, progress and
expansion in research, improved planning for
eradication or control, and reliable managerial skill
are all now available. Greater resources-both
human and material-and increased facilities for
their utilization (including tests and techniques to
maintain control in areas where eradication or
control has been achieved), are the basis of success-
ful operations. World-wide control and eradication
programmes in particular require careful planning
and co-ordination. Millions of tons of supplies must
be assembled and moved; millions of homes
visited; millions of blood tests carried out; the work
of laboratories co-ordinated; adequate personnel
selected; the movement of populations studied;
funds provided; the co-operation of national
governments secured, and so on. In all these
activities, human resources are of prime importance.
The scientific experts, the technicians, the laboratory
personnel and administrative and field staff, are all
trained to carry out their duties so as to accomplish
optimum results, but their efforts may be in vain
unless those who are to benefit from eradication
programmes are in a position to understand why
these programmes are being undertaken, to partici-
pate in them as far as possible, and to exercise
constant vigilance to prevent the recurrence of con-
ditions giving rise to disease and death. This is
where health education, the urgent need of most
newly independent countries and many older ones
as well, enters into the picture.
Any control or eradication programme must take

into consideration the part to be played by the large
number of people whose economic circumstances
impose upon them living conditions that readily
create disease and misery. Traditional barriers of
ignorance, fear, misunderstanding, intolerance and
distrust exist among people at this economic level
and often militate against control and eradication
measures. These barriers must be removed by sound
health education methods and techniques designed
to create optimism, and to encourage participation
in the campaigns against disease and disease-trans-
mitting vectors. This requires, in common with other
attempts to improve conditions, a systematic approach
at all levels with specific educational programmes
for primary, secondary and technical schools, and
for teachers' training colleges, community centres, etc.
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HEALTH EDUCATION

Schools have traditionally carried in their syllabus
the teaching of personal hygiene, but this is not
enough. A bold attempt must be made to teach
public health at all appropriate levels, particularly
in underdeveloped countries. The spread of such
information would provide an intelligent approach
to personal hygiene and community health, would
narrow, and if possible fill, gaps of knowledge that
would lead to better understanding of public health
measures and of the action of governments and
specialized agencies in their efforts to promote health.
Teachers' training colleges should revise their health
syllabuses accordingly, where necessary: this would
help to widen the range and content of knowledge in
this field, and prepare the community to receive,
while at school, information imparted with the best
pedagogical techniques. Once truly learnt, such infor-
mation would be of value to the citizen in later years.

Much could be learnt by underprivileged and
uninformed parents from their children who are at
school, particularly when the act of learning involves
some form of participation, such as recognizing
certain types of mosquitos and other common

insects, watching their metamorphosis and the con-

ditions under which they grow and spread, how they
convey disease, the precautionary measures against
such disease, how the vectors can be eliminated, and
the responsibility of the household in vector eradica-
tion. Life can have so much meaning when children
in school see in an actual laboratory, even if it is
only improvised by an enterprising teacher, exactly
what is going on around them, and learn to
appreciate the work and purpose of public health
measures, whether on a national or international
scale. Topical interest is certainly worth exploiting
in the wider interests.

In Trinidad, where such programmes have been
used, parents attending special field days in schools
to watch the work of their children are amazed to
see how eradication efforts by the individual could
be expanded into a campaign involving the entire
community. This, however, requires systematic and
concentrated effort, with due regard to the place and
importance of other subjects in the school curricu-
lum. Breeding mosquitos at school or at home for
demonstration purposes, the practical utilization of
control and eradication measures, and the actual
participation in such an exercise, can have an

incalculable effect, not only on a pupil at school, but
also on the entire family if the situation is carefully
handled.

It is always advantageous to pursue all possible
approaches and to bring all the pressures to bear at
one and the same time on a given situation in any
vector control or eradication campaign. The entire
school must adopt such a policy, which should be
executed after careful planning. The period of the
teaching programme for any particular subject
should more or less coincide with the duration of an
actual field campaign instituted by a national
government or an international agency. This
allows for a review of activities and an assessment
of results. For example, if eradication of malaria is
the primary objective, then this subject should, as
far as possible, form the core of the class teaching:
it should appropriately find its way into reading and
spelling lessons-brief extracts from literature on
malaria, short lives of Laverah, Manson, Ross,
Grassi and others, and their part in spreading
knowledge on malaria. Geography lessons should
provide interest in the " malaria belt " of the world,
and the countries and populations so affected.
Hygiene lessons should give special consideration to
the causes, symptoms, modes of spread, prevention,
etc., of malaria. In the drawing lessons, the class
might draw the egg, larva, pupa and adult mosquito.
In the biology, zoology or nature study classes,
pupils could observe mosquitos in their attacking
(disease-transmitting) position. Then, too, in their
leisure moments or " hobbies period ", classes could
be introduced to the world national stamp campaign
launched by WHO to support malaria eradication.
In the history lesson, classes could review malaria
epidemics in their own and other lands; the effect of
such epidemics and the work of WHO on a global
scale to eradicate malaria from the world. By this
type of approach, the lessons would take on a many-
sided interest, and, indeed, an important economic
aspect if in the arithmetic classes problems could be
set relating to the cost of mixing insecticides,
spraying, etc. This would impart a useful sense of
values and might in the long run prevent wastage
of insecticides. Apart from the approach mentioned,
it would be excellent to design and construct with
the assistance of students devices useful in preventive
and control measures, such as covers for the pro-
tection of water-barrels.

Useful and significant health education could also
be imparted to members of the adult community at
community centres, society halls, civic organizations,
child welfare centres, and church halls, to ensure
that proper information reaches the public at all
levels. In some districts in Trinidad, such health
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education programmes consisted of a series of
regular talks by leaders followed by discussions
among adults on such themes as the individual and
his family in the community, and usually illustrated
by posters, exhibits, demonstrations and sound
films. Every advantage accrues to the community
from an information and education project in which
parents and children, lecturers, preachers and
teachers talk of the same subject to different age-
groups at more or less the same period. The import-
ance of visual educational material cannot be over-
stressed, and no means of attracting and holding
community interest should be overlooked: simple
plays may be the answer in one area; in another it
may be song and dance, such as the calypso and
steel band; and in yet another, it may be the debating
circle.

It is essential to place constantly before the public
and the authorities assimilable factual information on
the progress of any programme. This helps to
maintain interest in the programme and leads to a
healthy competitive spirit, for example, when
several areas are being reported on to show the
position of the Aedes aegypti densities and the num-
ber of positive blood slides. Campaigns designed
to explain in simple language the phenomenon of
insect resistance, what it is and what it means, what
it produces and how it may be averted or overcome,
have yielded rich dividends and have contributed
immensely to the execution of Trinidad's eradica-
tion programmes.
The success of any vector control programme

depends in large measure upon the preparedness of
the authorities to pursue the objectives vigorously;
this is particularly so in newly emergent countries
and underdeveloped areas. In the majority of
instances, politicians are not technical experts:
they should naturally, therefore, be dependent on
their technical heads for advice in determining over-
all policies and the practical implications of the pro-
gramme under consideration. Nevertheless, no
matter how well-informed such advisers may be, and
notwithstanding the high degree of excellence of the
advice tendered, the rate of progress, and indeed the
success of the programme, will depend to a consider-
able extent upon the zeal and enthusiasm of the
minister and the efficiency with which the admi-
nistrative and executive arrangements are carried out.
This is all the more important when the programme
is in its final stages, and when success is clearly
within grasp. Too often at this stage there is an ill-
conceived belief that efforts may be relaxed and

economies instituted-a belief that has caused the
failure of many an arduous campaign.
One of the great concerns of health education is

the filling of gaps in knowledge in such a way as to
promote and maintain individual and community
health. There is a link between the intellectual and
economic level of the population and the degree of
health enjoyed. In addition, however, other atti-
tudes determine the use to which knowledge is put.
Nevertheless, the assumption generally is that those
who know the rules will be better able to practise
them in their own interest and in the interest of their
community. The rules of health are easy and simple.
Once they are made common knowledge, and the
public realizes the need to participate in disease eradi-
cation projects for its own safety and security, the
future health of the community is practically assured.
There are, however, other real difficulties in the

achievement of this objective: unless health educa-
tion becomes an indispensable adjunct of any health
department, it is unlikely that far-reaching results in
health improvement will be attained. The staffing of
a health education division, and the amount of ma-
terial allocated to it, are usually limited and grossly
inadequate. As a result, its work is restricted for it
is merely the shell of an organization. Health
education requires, above all, in order to effect the
greatest possible co-ordination, a carefully chosen,
trained and dedicated team of workers together with
an abundant supply of educational and informative
materials-sound films and projectors; film strips
and projectors; exhibit materials and photographs;
a photographic unit; a team of projectionists and
lecturers; posters; broadcasters; good public address
systems; generating plants to operate the projectors
and public address systems; an array of pamphlets;
maybe a small printing press to turn out material
for ad hoc situations; and other demonstration
materials that are the stock-in-trade of those who
arrange exhibits and teaching aids. Provision of
these costs money but it is money well spent indeed.
Palliative and control programmes and temporary
stop-gap measures, as exemplified in the curative
approach to medicine, are also expensive and con-
tinue to be an economic drain: they do not produce
lasting results and do not usually " raise " health
standards. Yet health departments continue to
provide for such uneconomic expenses from year to
year, and only too often neglect health education
activities. The social and economic development
of countries where fully-supported eradication
campaigns have been started has accelerated; as
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people acquire better health and a new lease of
life, they work harder, produce more, and live
happily with a sense of security and confidence
in themselves and in their new nation. Nor is
this all. Members of the health department are con-
stantly coming into contact with such individuals and
groups, and know from experience how to utilize
the motivating forces and drives in the interest of the
community. This is a sure and certain way of health
education. In the final analysis, no matter what
campaign is under way it is the people concerned

who are of importance-who and what they are;
where they live; the conditions under which they
live; the size of their family; what they eat and
drink; their interests; their attitude to life, disease
and death; their economic productiveness; their
concern for community health and national welfare.
By paying attention to such factors, those responsible
primarily for the health of the community will
succeed in freeing the population from preventable
diseases, thereby opening up a brighter future and
securing increasing support for their endeavours.

RJtSUMIt

L'importance du r6le de l'information et de l';ducation
sanitaire dans la lutte contre les maladies transmises par
des vecteurs est reconnue par tous. L'on admet moins
facilement la necessit6 d'exploiter a fond ces activites 'a
une 6cheile nationale lorsque l'on met sur pied des pro-
grammes de lutte et d'eradication. De tels programmes
sont grandement ralentis par l'ignorance, la crainte et le
manque de cooperation entre les parties int6ress6es. Le
public comme les gouvernements doivent connaitre l'im-
portance de ces programmes et les buts qu'ils permettront
d'atteindre. Le succes de campagnes d'6radication et de
lutte peut etre entierement compromis si ceux qui en
seront Jes premiers beneficiaires ne sont pas 'a meme de

comprendre pourquoi on lance ces campagnes, pourquoi
ils doivent y prendre part, pourquoi enfin une surveillance
constante est n6cessaire pour pr6venir le retour des condi-
tions ayant caus6 la maladie et des morts pr6maturees.
L'auteur souligne la necessit6 d'un service d'education
sanitaire parfaitement 6quip6 en personnel et mat6riel
dans le cadre de l'organisation nationale de sant6 et celle
de services d'6pid6miologie et de statistiques. L'on doit
accorder une importance particuliere a l'inscription dans
les programmes scolaires non seulement des regles
6l6mentaires d'hygiene, mais aussi de notions de m6decine
preventive, singulierement en ce qui concerne les cam-
pagnes actuelles de lutte ou d'eradication.
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