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spotlight on Microbiology

Worms That Destroy Vision

The parasitic diseases provide numerous examples of human suffering, not the least of which is the tragic legacy of river blindness. In some West African villages, half of the adult population is blind and must be cared for and led around by younger family members, who can also fall victim to the disease. River blindness has been so long a part of the lives of these villagers that it is almost fatalistically accepted as inevitable. The disease has caused social problems as well, because many natives thought the disease was spread by the river water and abandoned their villages. 

In the past 15 years, the WHO (World Health Organization) has been successful in controlling the black fly by spraying pesticides along the rivers in some regions. An American drug company (Merck & Co.) is supplying ivermectin (Mectizan), a potent antifilarial drug, to treat people at risk for the disease or already infected. This drug kills the blood larvae and prevents the spread of the disease and has already been used successfully to combat parasites in animals. Unfortunately, it does not reverse the blindness or kill the adult worm, so patients must take the drug for several years. A number of African and other world agencies have developed a master plan for complete elimination of onchocerciasis from the endemic regions by 2008. By 1998, 9  — 10 million people a year had received treatment. With a new antigen test that detects the infection in its early stages, chances for prompter treatment and avoidance of blindness and other complications have improved.
The World Bank website provides an excellent overview of the problem:

http://www.worldbank.org/html/extdr/pb/pbriverblind.htm
Read the action plan for controlling onchoceriasis in Africa;

http://www.who.int/ocp/apoc/
