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Foreword

Billions of people in less developed areas of the world and a small but growing
number of inhabitants of the industrialized countries come into contact with infectious
diseases generally characterized as “tropical. ” Though not necessarily geographically
limited, these diseases are most common in the tropics because of the social and eco-
nomic, as well as climatic, conditions that prevail there.

In combination with the traditional methods of parasitology and basic research,
the new tools of biotechnology and immunology have opened doors to finding meth-
ods for controlling tropical diseases. Scientists using both traditional and recombinant
DNA techniques are pursuing technologies for the control of insects that transmit dis-
eases and the development of vaccines, diagnostic technologies, and new therapies for
tropical diseases. The possibilities for making inroads into the overwhelming morbid-
ity and mortality caused by these diseases have never been so promising.

The United States continues to make significant contributions toward controlling
tropical diseases, even though the resources allotted to these efforts are small: in recent
years, less than $100 million per year has been spent by the U.S. Government on tropi-
cal disease research out of a total annual biomedical research budget of $4 to $5 billion.
As one component of U.S. international activities, research in tropical diseases serves
several objectives: social and humanitarian, political, economic, medical (including the
protection of American citizens), and scientific. Opportunities for expanding U.S. in-
fluence and contributions in this field are great.

In the spring of 1983, the Senate Appropriations Committee asked OTA to exam-
ine the status of biomedical research and technologies for controlling tropical diseases.
The request was precipitated by a question about continued funding of the Gorgas
Memorial Institute of Tropical and Preventive Medicine, Inc. and its operating arm,
the Gorgas Memorial Laboratory in the Republic of Panama. An OTA technical memo-
randum, Quality and Relevance of Research and Related Activities at the Gorgas
Memorial Laboratory, was released in August 1983 as a response to the immediate ques-
tion. The larger question is addressed in this full assessment.

An advisory panel, chaired by Dieter Koch-Weser, provided guidance and assis-
tance during the assessment. A large number of individuals from academia, the Federal
Government, the private sector, and the public provided information and reviewed a
draft of the report. Five contractors were essential to the completion of the assessment:
Paul F. Basch surveyed the use of biotechnology in tropical disease research; Veronica
Elliott compiled information about funding; Roger A. Bitar contributed the material
on therapies for tropical diseases; and Myron M. Levine and Lydia Schindler prepared
case studies on oral dehydration therapy for diarrheal diseases and on the development
of a malaria vaccine, respectively.

The final responsibility for the content of the report rests with OTA. Key staff in-
volved in the analysis and writing were Hellen Gelband, Kerry B. Kemp, Susan C. Tripp,
and Steven S. Bjorge.
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