
 

Millions infected with dengue this year in
new record as hotter temperatures cause
virus to flare

December 13 2023, by Dánica Coto

  
 

  

A worker fumigates a neighborhood against dengue-promoting mosquitoes, in
Caracas, Venezuela, Tuesday, Dec. 12, 2023. Credit: AP Photo/Matias Delacroix

Dengue is sweeping across the Western Hemisphere in numbers not seen
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since record-keeping began more than four decades ago, with experts
warning that rising temperatures and rapid urbanization are accelerating
the pace of infections.

A record more than 4 million cases have been reported throughout the
Americas and Caribbean so far this year, surpassing a previous record
set in 2019, with officials from the Bahamas to Brazil warning of
crowded clinics and new infections daily. More than 2,000 deaths in that
region also have been reported.

"This year is the year we've been seeing the most dengue in recorded
history," said Thais dos Santos, adviser on surveillance and control of
arboviral diseases with the Pan American Health Organization, the
regional office of the World Health Organization in the Americas. She
noted that record keeping began in 1980. "Vector borne diseases,
especially these diseases that are transmitted by mosquitoes … provide
us a really good sentinel of what is happening with climate change."

Poor sanitation and a lack of robust health systems have contributed to a
rise in cases, but experts say droughts and floods linked to climate
change are causing greater transmission of the virus, with stored water
and heavy rains attracting mosquitoes.

Dr. Gabriela Paz-Bailey, chief of the dengue branch for the U.S. Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention in Puerto Rico, noted that higher
temperatures also are extending the mosquito's habitat and helping the
virus develop faster inside the mosquito, leading to higher viral loads and
higher probability of transmission.

"These infections are a symptom of some big underlying trends
happening in the world," Dr. Jeremy Farrar, chief scientist of the World
Health Organization, said in an interview. "Climate change is seemingly
so difficult to address, and so many countries are now becoming
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urbanized, I can see dengue and the other diseases…becoming
increasingly frequent and increasingly complex to deal with."

  
 

  

Workers fumigate streets against dengue-promoting mosquitoes in the Altamira
neighborhood of Caracas, Venezuela, Tuesday, Dec. 12, 2023. Credit: AP
Photo/Matias Delacroix

Dos Santos said officials are seeing "lots of new things" as dengue
spikes, including record temperatures, extended seasons and the spread
of dengue farther north and south than usual. California, for example,
reported its first two locally-acquired dengue cases this year, and Florida
138 such cases—a record for the state. Last year, Florida reported 65
cases, Paz-Bailey said.
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This year's Northern Hemisphere summer was the hottest ever, with
August some 1.5 degrees Celsius (2.7 degrees Fahrenheit) warmer than
pre-industrial averages. And so far, 2023 is the second hottest year on
record, according to Copernicus, the European climate service.

Worldwide, more than 4.5 million cases of dengue had been reported as
of early November, with more than 4,000 deaths reported in 80
countries. Farrar believes that a global record set in 2019 of 5.2 million
cases could be surpassed this year.

"Dengue is something that the Americas need to be increasingly
concerned about, but it's almost a global phenomenon now," he said.

Countries like Bangladesh are seeing a record number of cases and
deaths. The government in the South Asian country has reported more
than 313,700 cases and more than 1,600 deaths, the majority of them
occurring within three days of hospitalization, according to published
data.

The mosquito that carries dengue also has been identified in 22
European countries, with local spread of the disease seen in France, Italy
and Spain. In August, the central African country of Chad reported its
first-ever dengue outbreak.
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Children with dengue wait to be seen by doctors at the Mario Ortiz Children's
Hospital in Santa Cruz, Bolivia, Feb. 16, 2023. Dengue is sweeping across the
Western Hemisphere in numbers not seen since record-keeping began more than
four decades ago. Credit: AP Photo/Ipa Ibanez,File

Dengue affects some 129 countries, with roughly half the world's
population at risk, according to the World Health Organization. The
virus is transmitted mainly by infected female Aedes aegypti
mosquitoes, which bites hosts to obtain protein for its eggs. The virus
can cause crushing headaches, fever, vomiting, a rash and other
symptoms. While most infected people don't get symptoms, severe cases
can lead to plasma leakage and death.
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What's worse, experts say, repeated infections means a higher risk of
developing severe dengue.

While the mosquito that carries dengue also spreads chikungunya and
the Zika virus, there is less circulation of the other two viruses because
of past immunity, Paz-Bailey said, adding that it's very rare for a
mosquito to carry two viruses at once.

In January, the World Health Organization warned that dengue poses a
pandemic threat and is the world's fastest spreading mosquito-borne
disease. While there are vaccines and specially bred mosquitoes
containing a bacteria called Wolbachia to fight dengue, there are no
specific treatments for the virus once someone becomes infected.

It's unclear how many countries, if any, have requested vaccines from
manufacturers, but the Pan American Health Organization said its
immunization technical advisory group recently met to talk about dengue
vaccines and would publish recommendations once they're finalized.

The Americas broke the previous regional record for dengue earlier this
year, with Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay and Peru reporting the most cases
worldwide. Peru declared a state of emergency in some areas after
reporting a historic number of cases.
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Patients suffering from dengue lie in beds in provisional tents at the Health
Ministry in Piura, Peru, June 3, 2023. Dengue is sweeping across the Western
Hemisphere in numbers not seen since record-keeping began more than four
decades ago. Credit: AP Photo/Martin Mejia,File

The Caribbean also is battling a surge in cases, with the region reporting
a 15% increase in confirmed cases by early October compared with the
same period last year, according to the Caribbean Public Health Agency.

Officials on the French Caribbean islands of Guadeloupe and
Martinique declared an epidemic in August that is still ongoing.
Martinique, for example, is reporting an average of 800 cases a week on
the island of some 394,000 inhabitants.
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Meanwhile, Jamaica and the Bahamas declared an outbreak in
September followed by Barbados in October.

"The associated risks and ripple effects must not be underestimated as
outbreaks of dengue and other mosquito-borne diseases … pose a
significant threat to health, tourism, as well as social and economic
development," the Caribbean Public Health Agency said in a statement.

Impoverished countries struggle the most with dengue, with poor
sanitation creating fertile breeding grounds for infected mosquitoes, a
lack of air conditioning and screened windows allowing the insects to
roam freely and rickety health systems groaning under a growing
caseload.

Farrar, chief scientist for the World Health Organization, said dengue is
very difficult to treat in part because patients often delay in seeking
medical care and because the virus can progress so quickly. Caring for
patients is tricky because staff must ensure they receive the correct
amount of fluid, which requires a lot of time and monitoring, he said.
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A motorcyclist drives past clouds of insecticide during a fumigation campaign
against dengue-promoting mosquitoes, in the Altamira neighborhood of Caracas,
Venezuela, Tuesday, Dec. 12, 2023. Credit: AP Photo/Matias Delacroix

"Imagine that you have a thousand people like that requiring all that
delicate clinical care. It can very quickly overwhelm a system," he said.

Claude Burton, a 70-year-old retiree who lives in Jamaica, knows first-
hand about the strain on medical facilities. Last month, he began to feel
increasingly worse until he finally visited a doctor.

After testing positive, he took a taxi for an hourlong ride from Ocho
Rios to Kingston after the doctor advised he be hospitalized. The first
hospital he visited turned him away, with staff telling him no beds were
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available. Then at the second hospital he went to, Burton spent two
nights in a wheelchair until a bed freed up.

"I was really bad," he recalled, adding that he had blood in his urine and
ended up spending four nights at the hospital.

Dr. Georgiana Gordon-Strachan, director of the Tropical Metabolism
Research Unit at the University of the West Indies in Jamaica, said the
island's summer of 2023 provided the perfect conditions for its newest
outbreak.

"Heat is one of the drivers of dengue fever," she said.

  
 

  

A health worker fumigates a home for mosquitos to help mitigate the spread of
dengue in Caranavi, Bolivia, March 2, 2023. Dengue is sweeping across the
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Western Hemisphere in numbers not seen since record-keeping began more than
four decades ago. Credit: AP Photo/Juan Karita,File

Most worrisome is that the second strain of dengue—the most severe out
of all four—is the dominant one currently circulating in Jamaica, she
said.

To fight the virus, trucks are rumbling across Jamaica, Barbados and
other Caribbean islands and fogging areas with a product that contains
small amounts of insecticide. Health officials also keep urging people to
discard old tires, plastic containers and other recipients that collect
rainwater, as well as to sleep with netting over their beds and wear pants
and long-sleeved shirts.

"It's really important that we talk more proactively about dengue since
it's becoming such an important public health threat," Paz-Bailey said.

© 2023 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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