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National Dengue Day

Dr. Debasish Biswas, Ex-HoD, Entronologist, Kolkata Corporation

The Ministry of Health and Family
Welfare, Government of India, has
designated 16th May as the National
Dengue Day, the aim of which is to spread
awareness among the people about
management and prevention of dengue.
We should observe this day every year.

Spread primarily by Aedes aegypti and
secondarily by Aedes albopictus, dengue [a
mosquito-borne viral disease] has become
a public health problem of considerable
global concern. Prior to 1970, only 9
countries would report outbreaks of severe
dengue, but now over 100 countries in
Africa, America, Southeast Asia, Europe
and the Pacific report such outbreaks.

Just a few interesting pointers about
the female Aedes aegypti [the primary
transmitter of dengue, etc] before | move
on to a discussion on the statistics of the
real dengue-burden. The life span of this
wily creature is 14-21 days. She takes one
single blood-meal from multiple hosts.
Once infected with dengue virus, she
remains so for the rest of her life and
transmits the virus to her offspring through
eggs [this phenomenon is called
transovarial transmission]. She could lay
eggs in as little as half-a-centimetre of still
water. Her eggs could survive for 1-3 years
without water. And she can fly 50 to 400
metres in a day, which indicates that a
dengue virus-bearing Aedes aegyptifemale
could bite any person living within the area
of 7857 square metres to 5,02,857 square
metres.

Going by a report of the World Health
Organization [WHO], from 2000 to 2008,
the average annual number of dengue
cases was 16 lakh 56 thousand 870, or
nearly three-and-a-half times the figure for
1990-1999, which was 4 lakh 79 thousand
848.The annual figure now stands at5to 10
crores with 24 thousand deaths. But this is
not the reality. Truly speaking, we still do
not know how many people around the
world actually become infected with
dengue and how many of them die every
year.

The lack of information is of course due
to underreporting and mis-classification of
many cases. One recent estimate indicates
that globally there occur as many as 39
crore dengue infections each year, which is
more than three times the global dengue-
burden estimate of the WHO. Of the 39
crore dengue patients, 9 crore 60 lakh show
symptoms of the disease, the rest 29 crore
40 lakh patients [75%] remain
asymptomatic [these symptomless
patients act as silent spreaders of dengue
virus through Aedes mosquitoes].

Nearly 50% of the global population
[390 crores out of 790 crore global
populace living in 128 countries] are at the
risk of dengue infection.

As regards the Indian scenario, please
note, the situation is quite grim. Officially,
16 thousand 517 people of the country
became infected with dengue in 1996. In

2021, the figure rose to 1 lakh 93 thousand
245 patients, about 12 times more than in
1996 [the number of deaths registered
during this period was over 3300]. But we
should not assess the country's dengue-
burden based on these official statistics.

According to a study published in the
December 2014 issue of the American
Journal of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene,
there occurred an annual average of 57 lakh
78 thousand 406 clinically diagnosed
dengue cases between 2006 and 2012,
which was 282 times the number reported
by India per year [i.e. 20 thousand 474
dengue cases]. Once considered an urban
and semi-urban disease, dengue has
become endemic in rural areas of India as
well due to water storage practices and
large-scale development activities in rural
areas, increasing the scale of the dengue
challengeinthe country.

The impact of dengue on India's
economy is huge. In 2012, the total annual
medical cost was rupees 3123 crore 60 lakh
[18% of the cost for treatment at
ambulatory settings and 82% for treatment
of hospitalised patients].

The commonly asked question is, why
are the cases of dengue steeply rising
around the world? The reasons are many
but the tangible ones are: lack of political
will, phenomenal multiplication of the
number of automobiles, uncontrolled and
unplanned urbanisation, population
growth, deterioration of public health
infrastructure; substandard housing,
crowding, and deterioration in water, sewer,
and waste management systems; lack of
effective mosquito control, increased air
travel, increased shipping and trade,
insecticidal resistance and lack of resources.

There is no specific treatment for
dengue. An effective vaccine against dengue
is still not in sight. What we need to dois to
control the population of Aedes mosquitoes
to prevent dengue and the most effective
means of achieving this is to destroy Aedes
larvae which are found mostly in man-made
containersinand around human dwellings.

Masonry tanks, earthen pitchers,
cisterns, unused commodes, vats, buckets.
iron/syntax drums, tin cans, jars, tyres, tree-
holes, coconut shells, defunct artificial
fountains, discarded bottles, tea-cups,
flower vases, trays under refrigerators,
flower pots, plastic cups, etc are some of the
common breeding sources of Aedes aegypti,
which people can manage with ease.

Community apart, Railways [E & SE],
Metro Railways, BSNL, P&T, CPT, Command
Hospital, National Library, LICI, GST Bhawan,
BSF, Fort William, Irrigation and Waterways,
Police, PWD, WBTC, FCI, SWM, Engineering,
Building, S&D, Environment & Heritage,
Education and other departments too need
to come forward. To win the fight against
dengue we need to mount a united fight.
Such a gigantic work cannot be
accomplished by the Health Department
alone.
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