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The bite of the blackfly causes an- 
noyance and discomfort to many C!a- 
nadians every summer. However, the 
problems caused by a West African 
species of the blackfly known as 
Simulium damnosum are much more 
serious. It transmits a. microscopic 
v.‘ou”, Onchoeerca volvuIus to human 
beings. The spread of these parasites 
in the human body results in the 
disease onchocerciasis which, in its 
extreme form, oauses blindness. In 
West Africa alone nxxe. than one 
nillion people suffer from the dis- 
ease; 70,OOQ of them are totally blind. 

The blackfly breeds in the fast- 
flowing streams of the region. Be- 
cause the people fear onchocerciasis, 
or “river blindness,” they have aban- 
doned about 10 percent of the most 
fertile land in West Africa, located 
near rivers and streams. An estimated 
2.5 million acres of potentially arable 
land in Upper Volta and in parts of 
Ivory Coast, Ghana, Togo, Dahomey, 
Senegal, Mali and Niger have been 
left uncultivated because of the men- 
ace of the blackfly. 



There is a two-pronged drive to 
eliminate the disease, thus allowing 
increased foe3 production in the river 
areas. One is a massive campaign, 
headed by the World He&b Organi- 
&ion, to eradicate the blackfly vector 
through the use of wsticides over a 
peril of 20 years. The second is a 
research program, financed by the 
IDRC, to find a biological means of 
controlling the blackfly by introducing 
parasitic worms known as Mermithid 
nematodes. Studies have shown that 
‘the introduction of mermitbids leads 
to sterilization or death of significant 
percentages of blackflies. 

Research into the life-cycle of the 
blackfly vector is being carried out in 
West Africa by the onchocerciasis 
unit of the Organ&&on de Coordina- 
tion et de Coop&ration pour la Lutte 
Contre les Grandes End&m& (OCCOE), 
while at Memorial University of New- 
foundland, staff of the Research Unit 
on Vector Pathology have been study- 
ing the breeding habits and physiol- 
ogy of the blackfly, as well as prob- 
lems of mermithid cultivation under 
laboratory conditions. 


