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Editorial 

leprosy and guinea·worm 
disease 

Dr Hiroshi Naka;ima, Director-General of W HO. 

l
eprosy is no longer the disease of 
lost hopes for the patient, the 
family and the community. The 

disease is curable today, thanks to the 
effective treatment of patients with 
multidrug therapy (MDT) which 
WHO has recommended since 1981. 
The fact that it has been possible to 
cure more than 8 million patients 
with MDT in the last 10 years, and to 
save over a million people from 
lifelong disablement, speaks for 
itself. The cost-effectiveness of this 
therapy has encouraged the interna
tional community, including the least 
developed countries, to seize the 
opportunity to conquer leprosy, in 
many cases with remarkable success. 
WHO has played an important role in 
developing and promoting MDT, and 
once again has demonstrated that the 
key to success in public health lies in 
making effective and robust tech
nologies accessible to the communi
ties in need. 

In 1991, the World Health 
Assembly adopted a resolution to 
aim for the worldwide elimination of 
leprosy as a public health problem by 
the year 2000. Elimination was 
defined as the attainment of a level 
of pre valance below one case per 
10 000 population . This was an 
important landmark in the global 
fight against leprosy. 

While remarkable progress has 
been made towards the elimination 
goal set by WHO, with a reduction of 
more than 80% in the global disease 
burden over the last ten years , much 
remains to be done. This is true 
particularly in areas where leprosy 
has entrenched itself because of 
poverty, geographic inaccessibility 
and poor health infrastructure. The 
World Health Organization is doing 
its utmost to reach underserved 
populations and make freedom from 
leprosy a reality everywhere. The 
concerted efforts made by Member 

States and many government and 
nongovernmental organizations, 
both national and international, need 
to be strengthened further and the 
momentum towards elimination 
needs to be accelerated. With only 
four years to go before the target 
date , there is no room for compla
cency. 

Guinea-worm disease (dracuncu
liasis) is another public health prob
lem which is linked to poverty and 
lack of information , as it is caused by 
drinking contaminated water. Yet it 
can be overcome easily and effec
tively. Controlling the disease does 
not require costly and sophisticated 
technology. It calls for political 
determination and for the local com
munities concerned to understand 
what is at stake and what must be 
done. The proof of this lies in the 
97% reduction in cases achieved 
since 1986, when the World Health 
Assembly decided that an all-out 
effort should be made to eradicate 
dracunculiasis. The number of 
affected villages has been reduced 
from an estimated 23 000 to fewer 
than 8000 and, in 1995, most 
endemic villages recorded one to 
four cases only. The task now is to 
fully contain every remaining case 
and interrupt transmission as quickly 
as possible. 

To eliminate leprosy as a public 
health problem and to eradicate 
guinea-worm disease- here are two 
great opportunities we cannot afford 
to miss. • 
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