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Blindness

Six years after approval of a drug capable of warding off blindness for millions in
developing countries, new statistics gathered for the World Health Organization show {
that the battle is far from won. .

The drug, called Mectizan, is manufactured and made available without charge by
Merck & Co., and according to the World Bank, it has saved an esuimated 150,000 people
in Africa and Latin America from losing their sight to a discase called
onchocerciasis—better known as river

But the new WHO statistics indicate that 2 million more people are now infected with
the discase than in 1987, when Mectizan became available, even as the number of
people still at risk has declined slightly.

The problem is distribution, according to the River Blindness Foundation, which
estimates that it will cost as much as $200 million and take as long as 15 years to
provide the drug to all who need it.

Merck estimates that 8 million people will be treated this year, but that is only a
fraction of the 84 million in 34 countries who are either infected already or in danger of
getting the infection that causes river blindness. Those in danger live in arcas infested
with blackflies, which are found along fast-moving rivers and transmit the discase.
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Brazilian Indians bathe in river that breeds blackflies which carry the worm larvae that cause M¥“" blindness,

THE DISEASE ,

Onchocerciasis (pronounced on-ko-sir-KEYE-a-sis) causes intensc
itching, disfiguring skin conditions and, for about half of those stricken in the
most dangerous areas, eventual blindness.

‘The worm that causes this parasitic disease is carried from person to person
by an insect that looks like a common housefly. Blackflies nest near riversin
parts of Africa and more limited areas of Latin America and the Middle East.
Tiny microfilariae, which are one of the developmental stages of the
Onchocerca volvulus worm, cause most of the damage. About the size of the
dot on this letter i, they live by the millions in the skin and eyes of sufferers.

Blindness results from repeated biting by infectious flies, which increases
the concentration of the parasite and its damage. People blinded by the
disease are usually at least 20 years old and longtime residents of infected
areas.

A strain of onchocerciasis found in the Middle East does not cause
blindness. Before Mectizan was approved for this use, the only treatment for
river blindness was insecticide spraying for the blackfly, inefficient and
Blackfly larvae and pur:¢ cling to y or surgical removal of adult worms from under the
vegetation in Africa anc some areas of the Americas. skin of patients—impractical for treating large populations in poor areas

volvulus worms bites a victim and trans-
mits the infection.
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9 A blackfly carrying larvae of Onchocerca
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Scientists are not sure of the precise way that Mectizan works,
though it causes the microfilariae to become paralyzed and then die.

A single dose of the drug—usually 114 tablets—is sufficient to kill
almost all the microfilariae living within a vicum. But the dose must be
repeated annually because the drug does not kill the adult worms that

produce more microfilariae. \
Larvae > Worms Because it kills almost all of the microfilariae Living in the skin of !
sufferers, Mectizan also inhibits transmission of the disease by the ;,
blackfly. While it can stop the progression of onchocerciasis and
improves the skin, Mectizan cannot reverse eye damage.
Examining skin san;'cs and blood smears for disease.
Microfilariae

The larvae grow into groups of string-like
worms that live wrapped up in a bump
under the skin. Adult female worms
produce thousands of tiny microfilariae for
approximately eight to 12 years. Unlike the adults,
the microfilariae migrate throughout the victim's

DISTRIBUTION ...

Although the drug is donated by its manufacturer, Merck &
Co.—which also pays to ship the tablets to nations with Mectizan

ntand private must pay to
skin, causing skin disfigurement and intense distribute and administer the drug within each country. This is costly
itching. because river blindness is usually found in remote rural areas and 4

because of the expense of providing the staff and facilities for a new
health program. And communities where river blindness is endemic
are especially poor. Individuals can apply for Mectizan to treat small
groups, but most people are treated through an organization that
serves the entire community.

Doctor in Brazil takes a skin biopsy for diagnosis. )
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