
World Health • January-February 1992 

WHO in action 
Painting out the kissing bug 
Posse, Braza: 
In Posse, as in most parts of Latin 
America, the kissing bug is a feared 
pest of poorly constructed rural 
dwellings, where the insect makes 
itself at home in any tiny crack or 
fissure along the walls and ceilings. A 
night feeder attracted by carbon 
dioxide, the blood-thirsty bug drops to 
the beds of sleepers and plants its 
kissing sting on the victim's face or 
near the mouth. 

But this kissing pest also goes by 
another name: the assassin bug. When 
it bites, it passes on a severe, dis
abling, and sometimes fatal disease, 
called Chagas disease after the 
Brazilian doctor who in 1909 first 
discovered its cause, the insect that 
transmitted the parasite and the 
clinical picture in a logical reasoning 
rarely paralleled in medical history_ 

According to WHO data, an 
estimated 16-18 million Latin 
Americans are currently infected with 
the parasite. In approximately 30% of 
these people, the infection will lead to 
severe and permanent damage to the 
heart, or oesophagus, colon, brain or 
nervous system. Though drugs and 
surgery can relieve some symptoms, 
young deaths from heart failure are 
common. 

But now the inhabitants of Posse 
are going after the assassin with 
brushes and paint -a special insecti
cide-containing paint newly devel
oped by the Federal University of Rio 
de Janeiro. The city's residents, the 
Brazilian Ministry of Health, the paint 
manufacturer, and the Federal 
University joined WHO in a large
scale project designed to fmd out if the 
paint could chase the bugs away. Of 
the 4800 houses painted during the 
project, a full 80% remained free of 
the bug two years later. And residents 
like their newly painted, bug-free 
quarters. Spraying houses with 

insecticides is unpleasant for residents, 
less effective, and must be repeated 
every six months - at a cost two and a 
half times greater than a coat of paint 
Similar pilot projects are being carried 
out in Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, 
Honduras, Paraguay and Uruguay. 

Chagas disease is only one of 
seven widespread, and often deadly, 
tropical diseases targeted for attack by 
the WHO Special Programme for 
Research and Training in Tropical 
Diseases. Funded by voluntary 
contributions, the Programme collabo
rates with hundreds of researchers and 
scientists throughout the world in an 
all-out effort to find ways of bringing 
these diseases under control, whether 
through the development of high-tech 
drugs and vaccines or the invention of 
ingenious, low-tech weapons -like 
the kiss-of-death paint that is chasing 
away the assassin bug. • 

AIDS- a threat to economic 
development 
Bangkok, Thailand: 
In October, financial and political 
leaders from around the world 
gathered in Bangkok for the annual 
meeting ofthe World Bank. They 
were told by Dr Michael H. Merson, 
Director of WHO's Global Pro
gramme on AIDS, that the AIDS 
pandemic "has become a major factor 
to be reckoned with in the world 
economy". He said, "All sectors of life 
are threatened, so is the development 
process itself." 

Based on reports from countries, 
WHO regularly issues estimates of the 
total number of AIDS cases and HIV
infected persons in the world. Pros
pects are grim. Between 9 and 11 
million people have already been 
infected with HIV, and about 11/ 2 

million have already developed the 
disease AIDS. The numbers are 
increasing rapidly: worldwide 5000 
more people become infected with the 
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virus daily, mostly through unpro
tected sexual intercourse. WHO is 
leading the global fight against AIDS. 
Dr Merson told the leaders gathered in 
Bangkok that prevention campaigns 
must receive top priority and full 
commitment from Government 
leaders at the highest leveL That 
commitment must come now, he 
said. • 

Childhood killers on the run 
New York, USA: 
The woman on the stage at the UN 's 
New York headquarters was the film 
actress Audrey Hepbum. The child, 
struggling in her arms as she gave him 
the precious drops of polio vaccine, 
was only one of the 100 million 
children being vaccinated each year 
against the six biggest childhood 
killers. The occasion: the solemn 
celebration of the success of the 
worldwide efforts to achieve the goals 
of the Expanded Programme on 
Immunization. The Programme has 
reached the impressive target of 
vaccinating 80% of the world's 
children against measles, diphtheria, 
whooping cough, tetanus, poliomyeli
tis, and tuberculosis. 

Supported and guided by WHO, 
UNICEF arid a vast coalition of 
governments, bilateral development 
agencies and nongovemmental 
organizations such as Rotary Interna
tional, health workers around the 
world, in towns and townships, deserts 
and tropical jungles, tundras and high 
mountains, have given hundreds of 
millions of children the required doses 
of the vaccines since the Programme 
started some 14 years ago. At that 
time, less than 5% of the world's 
children were protected against these 
diseases. 

Assisting at the ceremony, former 
US President Jimmy Carter said, "the 
success of the programme has proved 
the potential and effectiveness of the 
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United Nations." Dr Hiroshi 
Nakajirna, the WHO Director
General, stressed that there was still 
much more to do. The new goal set by 
the Organization's governing body is 
to see 90% of the world's children 
fully immunized by the turn of the 
century. Other goals include the 
complete eradication of polio
myelitis,the elimination of neonatal 
tetanus and a dramatic reduction in 
measles, the most deadly of the six 
diseases. 

To expedite these worthy tasks, 
WHO and its partners in the Children 
Vaccine Initiative are supporting the 
development of ever better and 
cheaper vaccines which could be 
given in fewer doses. While a full 
course of the existing vaccines costs 
less than US$1 per child, the expenses 
incurred in actually getting the 
vaccines to a child average some 
US$13. Vaccines requiring fewer 
contacts would thus stretch precious 
funds even further. 

Scientists are already hard at work 
on the task, but a large infusion of 
money would speed up the process 
and help to introduce new and 
improved vaccines into the routine 
immunization programmes in the 
developing countries that need them 

most. • 

The water of happiness 
Chaozhou Gty, China: 
For many, clean water flowing at the 
turn of a tap is a standard fixture of 
civilized life. For others, like the 
women in Chaozhou City, China, just 
getting water to the house used to be 
an arduous chore. Most of the city's 
women had to spend an hour each day 
drawing and carrying water which, 
more often than not, was hardly fit to 
drink. 

Then they became the privileged 
partners in a project, implemented 

with WHO support, to give their city 
clean water and better sanitation. 
Since they knew best, the women of 
Chaozhou advised their project 
partners on the choice of the water 
source, on where to place the water 
pipes and taps, on how to collect funds 
from the community, and on how to 
manage the water supply once 
completed. Some 218 work sites were 
soon bustling with activity -and one
third of the workers were women. 

The water of happiness 
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The results are impressive. About 
60% of the city's population now has 
access to clean water. Water-borne 
diseases, such as dysentery, typhoid, 
and viral hepatitis, have dropped 
dramatically. And, perhaps best of all, 
many women have been liberated 
from the daily drudgery of walking for 
the water that now flows from taps. 
No wonder the women of Chaozhou 
have christened their new tap water 
the "water of happiness". • 


