
 

Brimful clinics, cemeteries as dengue ravages
Peru

June 17 2023, by Carlos Reyes with Hector Velasco in Lima

  
 

  

Maria Francisca Sosa is taking care of her elderly father, who has contracted
dengue.

Two months after cyclonic downpours flooded the town of Catacaos in
northern Peru, dozens of inhabitants lie sick and dying of dengue, a
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disease carried by mosquitos attracted by stagnant water.

Near the border with Ecuador, Peru's Piura region is battling a new
health crisis even as the South American country is still recovering from
the world's highest reported Covid-19 death rate.

This time it is an epidemic of dengue, a viral disease with symptoms
ranging from fever, headache and joint pain to bleeding, organ failure
and sometimes, death.

The virus is carried by the Aedes aegypti mosquito that lays its eggs in
standing water, of which there is a lot in Piura since cyclone Yaku hit
northern Peru in March.

Dozens of people were killed and thousands affected as rivers burst their
banks, destroying homes and infrastructure.

Half of the Piura region's 416 clinics were damaged by the cyclone that
also paralyzed the local economy as thousands lost their ability to survive
from informal jobs.

Maria Francisca Sosa, 45, is one of many taking care of ailing relatives
at home amid skyrocketing infections and overwhelmed public health
care facilities in scenes reminiscent of the coronavirus epidemic.

Her father Jose Luciano, 93, is fighting a dengue infection.
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Dengue patients are being cared for at home by family as public health systems
have collapsed.

"It hit him so hard that he couldn't even stand anymore. Once, he was so
sick that we thought he was going to die," Sosa told AFP as she wiped
her father's sweaty forehead in the shanty they share with five other
people.

With public health facilities overwhelmed, the family was forced to take
out a loan to pay for a private doctor and medicine to treat the old man's
symptoms. There is no cure for dengue.

'Lost control'
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By June 13, Piura had reported 82 dengue deaths—including 11
children—and more than 44,000 infections since the start of 2023, said
the region's rights ombudsman Cesar Orrego.

This was about a third of the national toll of 248 deaths and more than
146,000 infections.

"We have lost control" of the epidemic, vector-borne diseases expert
Valerie Paz-Soldan of the Cayetano Heredia University in Lima told
AFP.

On Thursday, Peru's health minister resigned over her handling of the
crisis.
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Hospitals are inundated.

Most of Piura's 1.8 million inhabitants live along the coast.

In Catacaos, an agricultural area, Yaku turned roads into rivers,
destroyed the drinking water and sewerage systems, and ruined mango,
grape and rice crops.

Water accumulated in open tanks, hollows and containers, multiplying
mosquito breeding grounds. In the heart of Catacaos, the football field is
still water-logged.

Multiple fumigation efforts failed to stop the epidemic spreading like
wild-fire through the town's rickety homes.

Teolinda Silva, 45, takes care of her stricken son Gabriel, 27.

"I don't have the money to take him to a clinic and have him examined.
Right now, I am going through difficult times, there is no work, there is
nothing," Silva, an informal fish merchant, told AFP.

Luis Alfredo Espinoza Venegas, 44, who coordinates dengue
surveillance at the Sullana hospital, said the region was dealing with its
worst outbreak in recent memory.
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Widespread fumigation has not braked the spread.
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Doctors fear the number of infections and deaths may be much higher than
reported, as many patients never even make it to a doctor.

"We have an immense human resource gap, our first level of care has
collapsed and we lack supplies, medicines," he said.

Doctors fear the number of infections and deaths may be much higher
than reported as many patients are never even diagnosed.

'We did everything'

Last weekend, a wailing procession accompanied the remains of
FerMaria Ancajima to a cemetery in Catacaos.
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She was just ten years old when dengue took her.

Her family had to borrow money to bring her body back from Lima,
where they had taken her to seek medical care.

"We did everything we could," her uncle Julio Morales, 52, told AFP.

The World Health Organization says dengue and other diseases such as
chikungunya carried by A. aegypti are spreading far faster and further
amid climate change.

Other countries in Latin America are also affected by the dengue
outbreak, but Peru has registered the second highest mortality so far this
year after Brazil.

In February, Peru declared a health emergency in several departments
after recording a 72-percent increase in dengue cases from the same
period in 2022.
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