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What is malaria? 
Kevin Marsh & Catherine Waruiru 

Malaria is a great imitator and 
the only safe rule, if you live 
in or have visited an area 
where malaria is known to 
exist, is to consider every 
fever as a potential case of 
the disease. 

Malaria is caused by infection 
with a microscopic parasite 
and is transmitted to humans 

by the bite of certain sorts of mos
quito called anophelines. The para
site is not simply transferred from 
person to person but must live part 
of its life in the mosquito. 

Life inside the mosquito is a race 
against time, because the time taken 
for the parasite to go through its 
growth and development is close to 
the average lifespan of the insect. 
This period is longer in cooler envi
ronments and shortens as the tem
perature rises. Thus the survival of 
the parasite is on a knife-edge, and 
once the average temperature drops 
below a certain point the mosquito 
tends to die before it can transmit 
malaria. It is for this reason that 
malaria is such a threat to health in 
the tropics but not in cooler coun
tries or at high altitudes (where the 
temperature is lower). One of the 
many threats posed by global warm
ing is that it could extend the terri
tory in which malaria is a health 
problem. 

How the parasite invades the 
body 
The malaria parasite is injected into 
humans in the saliva of the mosquito 
when it feeds . Once in the human, 

As it feeds on human blood, the Anopheles mosquito transmits the malaria parasite. 
Photo WHO/TDR/N. Wilmore 

the parasite at first causes no symp
toms but enters the blood stream, 
travels quickly to the liver and then 
hides there while it grows and di
vides. After a period of nearly two 
weeks, the new daughter parasites 
burst out of the liver and enter the 
blood stream where they invade red 
blood cells. The parasite now enters 
a cycle of rapid multiplication; every 
48 or 72 hours ( depending on the 
species of malaria) the newly formed 
daughter cells spew out of the red 
blood cells and invade new ones. By 
this means an infection that begins 
with a small number of parasites 
can, over a few days, produce tens of 
thousands of millions of daughter 
parasites. 

Small wonder that at this point 
the human host begins to feel ill. 
The first signs are usually fever and 
a general feeling of aching and being 
unwell, often with a bad headache. 

Many people who have had malaria 
feel that they can tell it from other 
illnesses, but this is a dangerous 
belief. In reality, at this stage malaria 
is easily confused with many other 
common illnesses such as an attack 
of flu. Other symptoms such as 
cough, vomiting or diarrhoea may 
lead the patient or health care per
sonnel to think the problem is a chest 
infection or a stomach upset. 
Malaria is a great imitator and the 
only safe rule, if you live in or have 
visited an area where malaria is 

One of the many threats 
posed by global warm
ing is that it could ex
tend the territory in 
which malaria is a 
health problem. 
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In areas of high trans
mission, people even
tually develop some 
degree of immunity; 
the major threat is to 
children and pregnant 
women. 
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Plasmod ium falciparum, the most dangerous of malaria parasites, under the microscope. 
Photo WHO/TOR/ W Trager 

to die of the disease every year. In 
areas of less intense transmission all 
ages are susceptible. Prevention is 
better than cure, but this is not al
ways possible. Once someone has the 
disease, the key to avoiding the life
threatening complications is early 
recognition and treatment of fevers. 
Unfortunately, in many areas of the 
world, communities lack both the 
information and the resources to do 
this. As long as this is the case, 
malaria is likely to continue to be one 
of the great scourges of humankind. 

known to exist, is to consider every 
fever as a potential case of the dis
ease. High levels of awareness and 
rapid appropriate treatment are the 
keys to preventing the disease from 
developing to the dangerous state of 
severe or complicated malaria. 

If treatment is not started quickly 
the patient gets more ill. The symp
toms are caused by the destruction of 
red cells, causing anaemia, the re
lease of toxins into the bloodstream 
as the parasite bursts out of the red 
cells, and the blocking of small blood 
vessels throughout the body. The 
patient becomes weaker; danger 
signs include persistent vomiting, 
becoming confused, increasing 
difficulty in breathing, or having an 
epileptic fit. The patient may be
come unconscious, a condition 
known as cerebral malaria. Any of 
these symptoms is a sign of a serious 
problem and the patient needs urgent 
admission to a hospital or health 
centre with the facilities for good 
inpatient care. 

Many people who have 
had malaria feel that 
they can tell it from 
other illnesses, but this 
is a dangerous belief. 

Prevention and information are 
the key 
Different age groups are more af
fected or less affected by malaria in 
different regions. In areas of high 
transmission, people eventually 
develop some degree of immunity; 
the major threat is to children and 
pregnant women. This is especially 
so in sub-Saharan Africa, where a 
million or more children are thought 
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A doctor takes a blood sample from a child's finger. The presence of parasites in the blood will 
confirm the diagnosis of malaria. Photo WHO/TDR/5. Lindsay 




