
 

New clues to sleeping sickness
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(HealthDay)—Parasites that cause sleeping sickness can be found on the
skin of people with no symptoms of the disease, a new study finds. 
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Sleeping sickness affects 4,000 to 8,000 people in sub-Saharan Africa
each year. People are generally infected by the bite of an infected tsetse
fly, which transmits the parasites. Symptoms include fever, headaches, 
joint pain and itching. 

The disease can be fatal if the parasites reach the central nervous system,
according to the World Health Organization.

The new discovery suggests a need to revise the current screening
method, which involves checking for the parasites in blood. It also raises
the possibility that sleeping sickness could be eliminated in West Africa,
according to the researchers.

"In recent centuries, sleeping sickness has almost been eradicated in
West Africa on two occasions," said study author Brice Rotureau, of the
Pasteur Institute in France.

"But each time the disease has reappeared, with many infected
individuals seemingly slipping through the net during screening
campaigns and continuing to transmit the parasite," Rotureau said in an
institute news release.

"Now that we know where to look, we can seriously think about
eradicating sleeping sickness in West Africa in the relatively near
future—especially since the epidemiological situation, with cases at a
record low, is ripe for action," he said.

Rotureau said his research team hopes its work will give the World
Health Organization a tool to launch an eradication campaign on all
fronts.

The study findings were published recently in the journal eLife. 
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  More information: The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention has more on sleeping sickness.
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