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Summary: Cutaneous Leishmaniasis in conflict situations

Cutaneous Leishmaniasis (CL) is a skin disease caused by a protozoan parasite (Leishmania spp.), charac-
terised by ulcerating skin lesions. Animals (rodents) as well as infected humans can be reservoir hosts of the
parasite, from which sandflies (the vector) can transmit the disease. CL is endemic in 87 countries with an
estimated 0.6 to one million new cases annually, mainly in the Middle East, North Africa, and Latin America.

Research on the association between CL incidence and the occurrence of conflict and political terror dem-
onstrated that CL incidence was almost 2.5 times higher in conflict years in a country when there were high
levels of conflict-terror. It was also found that this association was mainly through a process of population
displacement and health system deterioration.

WHO data reported from the endemic countries show that between 1998 and 2018 there has been a more
than three-fold increase in the total number of reported CL cases globally, which can almost entirely be
explained by the increase in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, which covers the Middle East and North
Africa. When dividing the countries in this region by presence and level of intensity of internal conflict, it is
clear that the big increase in CL cases over the years is only seen in countries with intense or large internal
conflict (e.g. Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Libya), and not in non-conflict or low-level-conflict countries.

Population movement due to conflict is a main factor affecting transmission of CL. Non-immune people
can move to endemic areas, or infected people from endemic areas can move to non-endemic areas where the
sandfly vector is present, and introduce the disease. Socio-economic factors such as poor housing and poor
sanitation also play an important role. Very often, public services such as waste collection are disrupted,
resulting in waste piling up and open sewage, which creates favourable conditions for sandfly vectors and
animal reservoirs to thrive. And overcrowding in displaced camps may increase contact between vectors and
humans. Examples of these mechanisms are elaborated for Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Syria.

One pillar of CL disease control is provision of diagnostic and treatment services. This requires functional
health facilities with qualified staff, a stable supply of drugs and diagnostic materials, a surveillance system,
and a support system (training, planning, supervision, quality assurance). Another disease control pillar is
vector control. This can be done by indoor residual spraying, by providing insecticide impregnated bed nets,
and by environmental management to control the breeding sites of the sandflies and rodent reservoirs.

However, in conflict situations there can be huge challenges to implement these control strategies. Health
infrastructures may be destroyed or damaged. Widespread fighting and insecurity is restricting access to the
affected population but also access from patients to healthcare facilities. Violence and insecurity may cause
a medical brain drain, and collapse of medical education, resulting in a lack of medical expertise for imple-
mentation of diagnostic and treatment services. Lack of entomological knowledge makes it more difficult to
decide what would be appropriate vector control strategies. And if environmental factors like waste and
rubble are not being controlled, then any kind of vector control will be very difficult. The collapse of control
interventions will create very favourable conditions for sandfly vectors and for animal host reservoirs, result-
ing in increased disease transmission, especially in overcrowded situations of displacement. All these factors
are contributing to high morbidity of CL in conflict situations.
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