New Push for Tropical Medicine

World Health Organization plans interdisciplinary institutes
to attack ancient scourges with latest medical discoveries

by John H. Douglas

N’dola hospital, Zambia: Home of new institute for study of parasitic diseases.

One billion persons, mostly in the
world’s poorer countries, suffer from
intestinal parasite infections; half a
billion people have malaria; a quarter
of a billion carry parasitic worms in
their blood or lymphatic system or both.
Leprosy affects more people today, be-
cause of population growth, than in
biblical times, when it was one of the
most widely described and dreaded
diseases. These and other ailments, usu-
ally lumped together as “tropical dis-
eases,” have not benefited as much from
the recent triumphs of biomedical re-
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snails that may carry schistosomiasis.
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search as those illnesses more frequent
in developed countries, and the World
Health Organization (WHo) is preparing
to launch a major new attack on these
ancient scourges.

The reason behind the lag of tropical
medicine is not hard to find: Only one
percent (some $25 million annually) of
all the money spent on medical research
is devoted to diseases of tropical and
subtropical countries—though more
than half the world’s population lives
in these areas. Increasingly, research in
industrialized countries is directed to-
ward the chronic diseases that afflict a
population that lives longer than most
inhabitants of poorer countries—heart
disease, cancer and mental disorders.
Even the potentially useful *“spin-offs”
of such research are often not applied
to improving health in tropical areas
because trained personnel and local fa-
cilities are missing. After looking into
the problem, wHO’s Advisory Commit-
tee on Medical Research concluded
that “radical measures are needed to
remedy this deplorable situation.”

The proposed cure is as ambitious as
it is radical. Noting the success of
internationally sponsored, regional agri-
cultural research laboratories—which
produced the “Green Revolution”—
WHO is planning a similar network of
regional medical institutes that would
conduct basic research, apply the re-
sults to practical health problems of an
area, coordinate the work of national
labs and train local personnel from
technicians to postdoctoral-level re-
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searchers. The annual cost of the new
program, when operational, will prob-
ably run between $10 million and $15
million, far more than the present wHoO
budget will allow, so outside donors,
including governments and foundations,
are. being asked to help. A meeting of
potential donors is tentatively for
March.

In an interview with SCIENCE NEws
at WHO headquarters in Geneva, medi-
cal officer Howard Goodman described
the first step in implementing the pro-
gram: establishment of a multidisciplin-
ary research and training institute for
the study (primarily) of parasitic dis-
eases in N’dola, Zambia. The Zambian
government has donated two upper
floors of a new, seven-story hospital
for the project and officials hope to get
the institute operating next year. Good-
man emphasizes that this is to be no
“ivory tower science,” but rather a
directed effort to develop drug therapy
and possibly vaccinations against a spec-
ific set of diseases.

Recent advances in the study of how
the body’s immune system recognizes
the agents of infection and mobilizes
antibodies to attack them may lead to
new methods of treating and even pre-
venting diseases involving protozoa, such
as malaria and trypanosomiasis (“sleep-
ing sickness”). The one-celled, animal-
like protozoans are recognized in the
body by certain surface substances
called antigens, and research will con-
centrate on how to strengthen the
immune response triggered by these
substances. The main problem is that
protozoa continually change their anti-
gens and so evade the defending anti-
bodies. Scientists at the new institute
will thus concentrate on enhancing im-
munity by determining the pattern of
antigen variations and finding out how
various drugs affect these variations.
Their research will also involve studies
of cell membranes—now a popular
topic in Western laboratories because
of its importance to understanding the
mechanism of cancer. Thus the flow of
information between N’dola and estab-
lished centers of research in developed
countries should not be one-sided.

A WHO panel setting up research
goals for the new program concluded
that “rapid progress towards a leprosy
vaccine is now possible,” and recom-
mended a major effort in this direction.
Here, research will be concentrated on
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“cell-mediated” immunity—the body’s
use of white blood cells to attack the
invading bacterium. Having a research
center established near an infected pop-
ulation is particularly important in the
case of leprosy since public health
measures must be coordinated with any
clinical program. One of the biggest
problems is overcoming public fear of
the disease, which is only mildly in-
fectious and no longer requires the
traumatic isolation of a leper colony.

With the completion of the Aswan
Dam and the resultant permanent flood-
ing of large areas, incidence of the
snail-borne disease schistosomiasis has
reached epidemic proportions in some
parts of Africa. Planners hope that re-
search may find new ways of inter-
rupting the life cycle of the blood
fluke involved before it infects hu-
mans—who can become infected merely
by wading in water containing the
carrier snails. Again, study of cell
membranes has led to an imaginative
suggestion for preventing the disease:
Receptors in the cell membranes of
the parasite are involved in recognition
and penetration of the host snail, and
the suggestion is made that recent dis-
coveries in how to make such receptors
unresponsive could be used to interfere
with the recognition process. The altern-
ative is both expensive and environ-
mentally undesirable: poisoning the
water to kill the snails.

Other diseases scheduled for study
at the new institute include filariasis
and leishmaniasis. The more virulent
form of leishmaniasis—called ‘“black
fever” or “dumdum fever”—has a 90
percent mortality rate if not treated,
and the present treatment, involving
compounds of antimony, is regarded as
unsatisfactory. The body’s first line of
defense against the invading protozoa
is, in this case, the “scavenger cells”
macrophages of the blood. Research
will likely concentrate on finding new
drugs that activate these macrophages.
Filariasis is a deforming, crippling dis-
ease in which a mosquito-borne worm
lodges and multiplies in the lymphatic
system, causing fluid accumulation and
grotesquely enlarged legs or scrotum
(“‘elephantiasis™). At present, there is
no specific therapy. Research probably
faces a long, uphill fight.

Taken together, these diseases repre-
sent a major obstacle to the develop-
ment of many tropical countries. Not
only does their treatment involve great
expense—when it is available—but
their chronic, energy-draining nature
so weakens the “walking sick” that they
can hardly fulfill their daily routines.
Much of the supposed lethargy and
laziness so long associated in Western
minds with life in the tropics might dis-
appear if the new concentrated attack
on these cripplers is successful. o
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NEW! KIRLIAN PHOTOGRAPHY KIT

B& W and Color Images on Film without Camera or Lens!

Now you can experiment in the amaz-
ing new field of “Kirlian" electropho-
tography—fascinating images obtained
on film without a camera or lens by
direct recording of an electric charge
transmitted by animate or inanimate
objects. Each “aura” differs from
another. An animate aura is said to
change correspondingly to physical
changes. Measure changes in “‘bio-
plasmic” states! Record your own
corona discharge photos of organic
and inorganic objects! Our great sur-
plus buys give you a kit for under $50
with everything you need but film,
including a portable darkroom, double
transformer isolated from power source
—itself worth more than $25, and
complete instructions.
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NEW BOOK!
HIGH VOLTAGE PHOTOGRAPHY by H S. Dakin
A must for getting into “Kirlian" photog-
raphy, this 60-page paperback, just off the
press, deals with practically everything you
need to know about Electro or Corona Dis-
charge photography. It's fascinating.
STOCK NO. 9129Q . . . $5.00 Ppd.
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EDMUND SCIENTIFIC CO.
300 Edscorp Bldg., Barrington, N. J. 08007

Send me l
| KIRLIAN PHOTOGRAPHY KIT(S)
@ $49.95 ea. (No. 71,938Q) $_ l
___'HIGH VOLTAGE PHOTOGRAPHY'
@ $5.00 ea. (N0.9129Q)$——— |

DELUXE KIRLIAN PHOTOG. SET
[(JFREE @ $399.00 ea. (NO. 72,053Q) $————

180 page Service & handling charge .50
Catalog

Encl. is [J Check, () M.0. Total §

Name e et iimindiioh
| Please print

I RIS e ————
City State

R e e e o8

B i

WHICH ARE YOUR CRITICAL DAYS"

We're not sure whether Bio-rhythm is a
science fact or a science farce. But we're told
that vast mood shifts are caused by your body's
Internal Time Clock whose rhythms can be

charted ahead to possibly warn you of “crit-
ical” days. Some are great, some are blah
Maybe it's your physical, emotional and intel-
lectual rhythms converging at the right or
wrong time

PROVED VALUABLE! Bio-rhythm charting has
already been proved valuable. The Ohmi Co. in
Japan plotted bio-rhythm charts for all 500 of
its bus drivers. Those scheduled to have “crit-
ical” days were reminded to be on the alert
Accidents dropped off 50% in first year alone

Can Bio- rhythm tell you? Can it help your life?

DO IT YOURSELF! Compute your cycles
with our Bio-rhythm Kit and judge for
yourself. You may learn when to
expect days of great energy, and
exactly when your physical and crea-
tive talents surface to do your best
for happiness and success. And possi-
bly foresee your off days to avoid possible
errors or accidents. It's worth a try! Kit
includes Cyclagraf Charting Kit, precision metal
Dialgraf Calculator and complete instructions

Stock No. 71,949Q Just $11.50 Ppd.

LET US DO IT FOR YOU! . for the next year
by computer. Know your bio-rhythm analysis
for the next 12 months. Send us day, month
and year you were born together with your
check or m.o. and we'll send you your accurate
computerized, personalized Bio-rhythm Chart-
Report
Stock No. 19,200Q Just $15.95 Ppd.
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