
28 

Intestinal worms 
L.Savioli, K.E.Mott & Yu Sen Hai 

Controlling intestinal worm infection in a school in the Seychelles. 

Worm infections are among 
the most widespread health 
problems in the world, 

especially in developing countries. 
WHO estimates that about 1400 
million people worldwide are in
fected with at least one of the three 
kinds of intestinal helminths- round
worm, whipworm or the hookworms. 
Of these, some 200 million suffer 
from diseases associated with infec
tion. The hookworms are particu
larly debilitating, causing iron
deficiency anaemia by blood loss. 
Despite the success of control pro
grammes, schistosomiasis is still a 
serious public health problem in 
more than 70 countries throughout 
the world, affecting some 20 million 
people. 

At least 40% of the world's 
school-age children- about 400 
million - are infected with intestinal 
worms. In this group, adverse effects 
on growth, nutrition and learning 
ability are most evident. School
children also bear the greatest burden 
of schistosomiasis, which is an 
important determinant in the even
tual development of liver cirrhosis 
and cancer of the bladder. The harm
ful effects of intestinal helminths and 
schistosomiasis on the growth, devel
opment and health status of this 
vulnerable age group are much 
greater than doctors have previously 
suspected. 

Over the last 15 years, several 
health programmes have proved 
successful in improving child sur
vival but have done little to improve 
the quality of life of school-age 
children. Yet improving the health of 
schoolchildren is a crucial investment 
in the human resources that will 
determine a nation's future develop
ment. 

A major collaborative study con
ducted recently by a team from Johns 
Hopkins University (USA), WHO, 
the United Republic of Tanzania and 
USAID has found that low-cost 
treatment significantly reduces the 
amount of blood loss caused by in
testinal worms. A single 500 mg dose 
of mebendazole, at a cost of 2. 7 US 
cents a dose, given regularly three 
times a year, was shown to improve 
the nutritional status of school-age 
children significantly despite intense 
transmission, reinfection and incom
plete deworming. Regular treatment 
saved the loss of almost a quarter of a 
litre of blood per child annually at a 
cost of about 15 US cents, including 
drug distribution. 

Control of worm infections in 
school-age children through 
chemotherapy may also have broader 
consequences by generating a benefi
cial collaboration between Ministries 
of Health and Ministries of 
Education in endemic countries. 
Personnel of the peripheral health 
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care system and schoolteachers may 
collaborate to deliver health care, in 
partnership with parents. 

Experience in many countries has 
shown that schools provide a cost
effective means of reducing and 
preventing health problems in school
age children. Schools practising the 
"health-promoting school" concept 
are in an excellent position to intro
duce worm control. Community
based control calls for efforts to 
improve inadequate sanitation and 
water supplies both at school and in 
the community. The challenge now is 
to use chemotherapy and integrate it 
with other health interventions in 
school-age children, especially mi
cronutrient supplementation, to 
improve their health. To help schools 
to do this, WHO has prepared a 
document entitled Strengthening 
interventions to reduce helminth 
infections through schools, which is 
available from the Health Education 
and Health Promotion Unit, World 
Health Organization, 1211 Geneva 
27, Switzerland. • 
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