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The WHO South-East Asia Region includes the following eleven countries:
Bangladesh, Bhutan, the Democratic People’s Republic (DPR) of Korea,
India, Indonesia, Maldives, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and
Timor-Leste. Malaria has a varied distribution in each of these countries.
While two of them, Maldives, and Sri Lanka, have been certified by the
WHO to be free of malaria, the remaining countries are still progressing
towards that target. The aim of this article is to present the status of the
disease in those countries and their progress towards the elimination
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Introduction

The WHO South-East Asia Region includes the following
eleven countries: Bangladesh, Bhutan, DPR Korea, India,
Indonesia, Maldives, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Thailand,
and Timor-Leste (Figure 1).

Figure 1.A Map of WHO’s South-East Asia Region'
Method

The study design included online searches related to
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malaria for each country, including WHO and World Bank
documents, journal articles, as well as national programme
documents.

Results
Bangladesh

According to one study, there were 6130 cases of malaria
in Bangladesh in 2020 limited to 13 districts.? 90% of
these cases occurred in just three districts: Khagrachhari,
Rangamati, and Bandarban.

Bhutan

According to one study, there were 54 cases of malaria in
Bhutan in 2018 (Table 1). Of these, 6 were indigenous, 14
were introduced and 34 were imported.? It also mentioned
that the country has 20 districts out of which malaria is
found only in 2 districts which border Assam and West
Bengal states of India. These two states have more intense
cross-border activity as compared to Arunachal Pradesh and
Sikkim, and most cases are found in the areas bordering
Assam.

The spurt in the number of indigenous malaria cases in 2020
was due to the COVID-19 epidemic in which health staff
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were diverted towards COVID-related activities resulting
in lesser attention being paid to malaria control.

Table I.Number of Malaria Cases in Bhutan
(2018-2021)3**

Year | Indigenous | Introduced | Imported | Total

2018 6 14 34 54

2019 2 10 30 42

2020 22 21 9 52

2021 11 4 6 21
DPR Korea

In 2020, there were 1819 confirmed cases of malaria in the
country. The country aims to eliminate malaria by 2025.
Plasmodium vivax is the only malarial parasite present
in DPR Korea and this will prove a challenge to eliminate
because of its relapsing nature due to the latent hypnozoite
stages.®

India

In 2018, even though the state of Mizoram had the highest
APl in the country (3.58), it had only 4296 malaria cases.
This was far less as compared to Chhattisgarh which, though
had a lower API of 2.63, recorded a much higher number
of malaria cases (77140). Thus, from an elimination point
of view, the malaria problem is greater in Chhattisgarh
than in Mizoram.”#

Indonesia

In 2017, there were 261,617 reported confirmed cases of
malaria seen at governmental health facilities in Indonesia.
P. falciparum caused 67% of these cases while P. vivax
was responsible for the remaining cases (33%). Both were
concentrated in the eastern part of the country.®

Myanmar

According to one reference, there were 85,019 cases of
malaria in Myanmar in 2017. The occurrence of the disease
was more in the western part of the country as compared
to the eastern part. Plasmodium falciparum malaria was
more prevalent in the western part while Plasmodium vivax
malaria predominated in the eastern part of the country.?°
As per another article, the artemether-lumefantrine
combination remains highly effective in Myanmar.!

Nepal

According to one study, in 2019, there were 1065 cases
of malaria in Nepal, of which, 440 were indigenous and
625 were imported from India and countries in Africa. The
Annual Parasite Incidence (API) in 2019 was 0.09 per 1000
population at risk.'? As per another reference, there were

73 cases of malaria in Nepal in 2020. This figure refers to
indigenous cases of malaria only.

Thailand

According to one study, there were 2893 cases of malaria
in Thailand in 2021.** As per another reference, in 2020,
there were 2836 cases of malaria in Thailand.*®

Timor-Leste

There were 16 reported confirmed cases of malaria seen
at governmental health facilities in Timor-Leste in 2017.
Plasmodium falciparum caused 81% of these cases while
Plasmodium vivax caused the remaining cases (18%).
P. falciparum malaria was present in the northwestern
part of the country while P. vivax malaria was seen in the
southwestern part. Both types of malaria were present in
the exclave of Timor-Leste located alongside the Indonesian
Timor province which is the western part of Timor Island.?®

Discussion

The Government of Bangladesh’s National Malaria
Elimination Programme in partnership with a large NGO,
Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), is
spearheading the malaria elimination agenda. Ten low
to medium-prevalence districts have set 2025 as their
elimination target while the three high-prevalence districts
have their target set as 2030.

In 2021, the number of malaria cases in Bhutan fell to 21
which was considerably lower than the previous three
years. However, unlike in the previous three years where the
imported and introduced cases outnumbered indigenous
cases, in 2021, the number of indigenous cases was more.
Bhutan plans to eliminate malaria by 2025 under the
“Bhutan Malaria Elimination Strategy”.

In 2016, the Government of India adopted a framework
for malaria elimination in India covering the period 2016-
2030.This was based on WHQ'’s Global Technical Strategy
for Malaria for 2016-2030 which was adopted in 2015 and
further updated in 2021. The aim is to reach zero malaria
cases by 2027 and then wait for three years before WHO
can grant malaria-free status certification. It is almost the
middle of 2022 and India is about to reach the halfway
mark of the period from 2016 to 2027.

Indonesia has set 2030 as its target for the elimination of
malaria. Therefore, it has only 8 years to go to achieve this.
First, it must tackle Falciparum malaria. Vivax malaria may
prove to be a challenge because of the latent stages of the
disease and the recurrences.

Myanmar is targeting P. falciparum malaria elimination by
2025 and all forms of human malaria by 2030. However,
when one compares Myanmar’s 2017 malaria caseload
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data with the 2020 Indian border states data, the Indian
states, except for Mizoram, have small numbers of cases.
The Indian border states will need to keep up the vigil to
prevent the entry of the malarial parasite into the country.
In these four border states (Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland,
and Arunachal Pradesh), the artemether-lumefantrine
combination used for the treatment of P. falciparum malaria
is the same as is being used in Myanmar.

The Government of Nepal’s Malaria Elimination Programme
has stratified the country into high, moderate, low, and no-
risk districts. This has been taken further down to the ward
level. The aim is to make Nepal free from malaria by 2025.

Thailand has been identified by the WHO as one of the
countries having the potential to eliminate malaria by 2025.
This was based on its meeting the following conditions:
(1) Having a national goal for malaria elimination by 2025:
Thailand, through its National Strategic Plan for malaria
elimination, has set the target for 2024, (2) Recording an
annual caseload that suggests elimination is feasible by
2025: Thailand’s figure of 2836 malaria cases for 2020 is
considered acceptable, (3) Having a dedicated national
malaria programme: In Thailand, this falls under the Division
of Vector-Borne Diseases which also ensures that malaria
remains a notifiable disease.

Timor-Leste was able to control malaria almost within a
decade. However, it must be cautious because its neighbour
Indonesia reports many malaria cases in its eastern part
which is very close to Timor-Leste and therefore the risk
of importation of the disease is very high. Timor-Leste has
set 2025 as its target for the elimination of malaria.

Conclusion

The movement of people across the Indo-Bangladesh
border cannot be prevented. However, if anti-malaria
measures are improved in the districts of Meghalaya,
Assam, Tripura, and Mizoram bordering Bangladesh, then
the number of imported cases of malaria from India to
Bangladesh would decrease. In the same way, if anti-malaria
measures are improved in the districts of Bangladesh
bordering India, then the number of imported cases of
malaria from Bangladesh to India would also come down.

The movement of people across the Indo-Bhutan border
can also not be stopped. However, if anti-malaria measures
are improved in the districts of Assam and West Bengal
bordering Bhutan, then the number of imported cases of
malaria from India to Bhutan would decrease.

It is found in India that API alone is not a useful indicator
of malaria elimination efforts. Attention must also be paid
to the actual number of malaria cases occurring in the
state/ union territory. Although India did not reach zero
malaria cases in 2018, it still has five more years to do so
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but it must reach out to the states and union territories
with high malaria case-load first.

Indonesia has 8 more years to go since it has set 2030 as
its target for the elimination of malaria.

The movement of people across the Indo-Myanmar border
cannot be prevented. However, if anti-malaria measures are
improved in the districts of Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland,
and Arunachal Pradesh bordering Myanmar, then the
number of imported cases of malaria from Myanmar to
India would decrease.

Similarly, if anti-malaria measures are improved in the
districts of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar bordering Nepal, then
the number of imported cases of malaria from India to
Nepal would decrease, and if anti-malaria measures are
improved in the districts of Nepal bordering India, then the
number of imported cases of malaria from Nepal to India
would also come down.

Thailand has just 2 years more to go to meet its national
target of malaria elimination. It must put in all efforts to
cover the last mile before the deadline.

Timor-Leste has only 3 years to go to achieve its malaria
elimination target. First, it must tackle falciparum malaria
because vivax malaria may prove to be difficult.
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