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Onchocerciasis (river blindness)

Report from the thirteenth
InterAmerican Conference on
Onchocerciasis, Cartagena de Indias,
Colombia

Onchocerciasis, or river blindness, is caused by the filarial
parasite v ¢ %¢, t; *,obeed ; and is endemic in six coun-
tries of the Americas: Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatema-
la, Mexico and Venezuela. The Onchocerciasis Elimination
Program for the Americas (OEPA) is a regional initiative
with the goals of eliminating ocular morbidity from on-
chocerciasis and interrupting transmission of the parasite
throughout the region. The OEPA strategy is to encourage
and strengthen ministries of health in the six endemic
countries to provide sustained mass treatment every
6 months with the safe and effective oral microfilaricide
ivermectin (Mectizan®), which is being donated by Merck &
Co., Inc. Treatment programmes aim to reach at least 85% of
persons eligible for treatment who reside in all the commu-
nities known to be endemic for onchocerciasis. The OEPA
partnership includes the endemic countries, the Pan Amer-
ican Health Organization (PAHO), The Carter Center, Lions
Clubs International Foundation, the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) and Merck & Co., Inc.

The thirteenth annual InterAmerican Conference on
Onchocerciasis (IACO 2003) was held in Cartagena de
Indias, Colombia, on 18-20 November 2003. The meeting
was organized by the Colombian Ministry of Health and
OEPA, with financial support from The Carter Center, Lions
Clubs International Foundation, PAHO and Merck & Co.,
Inc. In addition to representatives from the six national pro-
grammes and the sponsoring agencies, IACO 2003 was
attended by representatives from the Mectizan® Donation
Program, nongovernmental development organizations in-
volved in ivermectin distribution in the endemic areas, CDC
and academic institutions.

This report describes treatment advances in the six endem-
ic countries in 2003 that were reported at IACO 2003, supple-
mented by reports received by OEPA since the meeting.

Treatment activities in 2003
Two rounds of ivermectin treatment are offered each year,
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