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Public Health 

Vector borne diseases 

by Tanya Melillo Fenech 

1\ vector-borne disease is one in which the pathogenic 
/""'\microorganism is transmitted from an infected 
individual to another individual by an arthropod or other 
agent. The transmission depends upon the attributes 
and requirements of at least three different IMng 
organisms: the pathologic agent which is either a virus, 
protozoa, bacteria or helminth (worm); the vector, which 
is commonly an arthropod such as ticks or mosquitoes; 
and the human host. 
A vector-borne risk assessment was organised by the 
Infectious Disease Prevention and Control Unit in April 
2009 with the help of experts sent by the ECDC. lhe 
aim was to identify the main vector borne diseases with 
public health relevance occurring on the Maltese islands 
and identify tools to detect and respond to vector-borne 
diseases related to health threats. 
During this risk assessment, a total of 11 mosquito 
species were recorded from Malta. The main conclusion 
was that one of the mosquitoes, Culix pipiens, found in 
abundance locally, is the vector for West Nile Fever. 
Surveillance continued throughout Summer and in 
September 2009, Dr Paul Gatt discovered the Aedes 
Albopictus mosquito or Asian Tiger mosquito on the 
island. 
It comes from the mosquito family Culicidae and is 
characterized by its black and white striped legs, and 
small black and white body. The Asian tiger mosquito 
has a rapid bite that allows it to escape most attempts 
by people to swat •. 
The female lays her eggs near water; not directly into it 
as other mosquitoes do, but typically near a stagnant 

pool. However, any open container containing water will 
suffice for larvae development, even with less than an 
ounce of water. 

Adult females are aggressive daytime biters and prefer 
to bite outdoors. It is of public health importance 
because it is known to be a competent vector of 
at least 22 arboviruses. The most important ones 
are: Dengue, Chikungunya, Yellow fever, Japanese 
encephalitis and West Nile Fever. These diseases are 
characterised with sudden onset of febrile illness lasting 
one week. No specific treatment is available. 
Chikungunya is characterised by sudden onset 
of high fever and severe joint pain. Other symptoms 
include rash, headache, fatigue, nausea, vomiting and 
myalgia. 
Dengue faver is characterised by sudden onset 
of fever, intense headache, myalgia, arthralgia, rash, 
nausea, vomiting and minor bleeding phenomena. 
West Nile Faver is characterised by fever, headache, 
myalgia, nausea, vomiting, rash on chest, back and 
stomach and swollen lymph glands. 80% of those 
infected with WNF are usually asymptomatic. 
Possible increase in vector-borne disease transmission 
or introduction of new species due to climate change is 
a concern. 
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