
MALARIA

WHAT IS MALARIA
Malaria is an infectious disease that affects people of all ages. It is quite common in
India and is a major public health problem.

WHAT CAUSES MALARIA
It is caused by the malaria parasite. There are four species of the malaria parasite that
affect humans – Plasmodium malariae, P. vivax, P. ovale and P. falciparum.

HOW IS IT SPREAD
The most common method of spread is through the bite of the female Anopheles
mosquito. These mosquitoes breed in stagnant water. When they bite someone who has
malaria, the parasites are transmitted to the mosquito. After a short period of
development within the mosquito, the parasites are transmitted to humans whenever the
mosquito bites them.

Malaria can also be transmitted through blood transfusion. It is very difficult to ensure
that donated blood is free from malaria since it is so common. Whenever a patient
develops fever and other symptoms after receiving a blood transfusion, malaria should be
suspected.

WHAT ARE THE CLINICAL MANIFESTATIONS OF MALARIA
In general, malaria causes a short prodromal period that can last up to a week. The child
may have irregular fever, chills, loss of appetite, body ache, abdominal discomfort and
mild diarrhea. After the prodrome, the primary attack occurs. This is characterized by
four stages – shaking chills, high fever (often touching 105oF), drenching sweats and
resolution of the fever. Depending on the particular species of malarial parasite, these
episodes recur every 2 to 3 days. In some cases, the attacks can occur daily. The child
may also have abdominal pain and vomiting. If the disease is untreated and the patient
does not have complications, the attacks become less frequent and eventually stop.
However, the parasites still survive within the patient and repeat episodes of malaria can
occur as long as many years later.

The clinical features depend of how much immunity the person has. People living in
areas where malaria is endemic (most parts of India) often develop a certain amount of
immunity due to repeated infection. In these people, an attack of malaria may be fairly
mild.

WHAT ARE THE COMPLICATIONS OF MALARIA
Malaria can cause several complications.

The most serious is known as Cerebral Malaria, caused by P. falciparum. There is
affection of the brain and the patient can have seizures, altered consciousness or coma. It
can be fatal. About 10% of children who recover will have some neurological sequelae,
such as weakness or blindness.



Malaria can also affect the kidneys in several ways, resulting in sudden kidney failure.
This may be preceded by a period of sudden dark colored urine and is known as
“Blackwater Fever”.

Because the parasites live in and destroy red blood cells, there is anemia. If untreated,
this may be severe enough to cause heart failure and death.

HOW IS MALARIA TREATED
Malaria is diagnosed by looking at the blood under a microscope. Because the parasites
may not always be visible, several samples may be needed. Sometimes your doctor may
give treatment for malaria even if the blood test is negative because malaria is very
common.

There are several drugs available to kill the parasite, such as Chloroquine, Mefloquine,
Primaquine, Quinine etc. Chloroquine is the mainstay of treatment but the parasites in
many areas have developed resistance to it. Whatever medicine is given, it is important
to take it for the entire period for which it is prescribed because the disease may not be
fully cured otherwise.

Complications of malaria have to be treated separately.

WHAT IS THE PROGNOSIS
Malaria is a serious disease and kills many patients each year across the world. However,
with prompt and effective treatment, you can expect a complete cure.

CAN MALARIA BE PREVENTED
Though scientists are working on a vaccine to prevent malaria, there is no effective
vaccine available yet.

Public health measures are important to control malaria. Preventing water from
stagnating will discourage the breeding of mosquitoes. This includes wells, overhead
tanks, open sewers etc. Regular insecticide spraying also helps control mosquitoes. You
should also take personal precautions to avoid mosquito bites, such as using a mosquito
repellent and mosquito net.


