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�
Scientists and healthcare specialists working
towards the control of tick-borne relapsing
fever (TBRF) met recently in Mvumi, near

Dodoma, Central Tanzania. This disease, caused by 
the spirochaete Borrelia duttonii and transmitted by
Ornithodoros moubata tick vectors, remains a significant
cause of mortality and morbidity throughout much of
Tanzania. The traditional ‘tembe’ houses are frequently
infested with the tick vector and the disease particularly
affects young children and pregnant women, resulting in
foetal loss and neonatal deaths (the perinatal mortality
rate is 436 per 1,000).

Delegates were updated on the number of cases in the
Mvumi and Mwanza districts where the disease is
endemic. The annual incidence in children in Mvumi
under a year is 384 per 1,000, and 163 per 1,000 in
children under 5 years. However, little data are collated
on the local levels on disease for the remainder of
Tanzania.

Recent work on the tick vectors suggests that O.
porcinus domesticus may be the principal vector in
Tanzania. Phylogenetic analysis of ticks and patient
samples has indicated the presence of a novel borrelial
species showing a closer resemblance to New World
species than those present in Africa. The role of this
spirochaete in clinical disease has yet to be determined.

Other studies on the possible extended reservoir for
this disease beyond man are currently underway.
Certainly, most other borrelial species exist with their
natural reservoir in either rodents or birds, the exceptions
being B. duttonii and B. recurrentis. Both rats and chickens
frequently share traditional tembe accommodation and
consequently will have close proximity to the tick
vectors. For man to serve as the sole reservoir, it would be
expected that these spirochaetes should persist at a site
where they can be readily acquired by their arthropod
vectors. Evidence of spirochaetes present in the blood of

asymptomatic villagers
was presented; however,
only 11.1 % (6/54) of
febrile and 4.2 % (13/307)
of afebrile children under 5
years of age were positive.
Whether this is sufficient
to maintain the infectious
cycle remains an open
question. Certainly, these
spirochaetes are able to
undergo antigenic vari-
ation, presenting different
variable membrane pro-
teins to the hosts’ immune
system.

Molecular mechanisms
of antigenic variation are
also being studied, and

different variable membrane protein genes were
reported. Furthermore, these spirochaetes have recently
been shown to bind soluble immune mediators such as
factor H and factor H-like protein.

A clear need for accurate surveillance to determine the
size and extent of TBRF was demonstrated. Although
funds for this are currently unavailable, data collection
from selected regions could be collated. This, together
with further work to understand both spirochaete–
vector and host–spirochaete relationships, will allow
investigations on possible intervention strategies. Full
details of the meeting can be viewed at www.mvumi.org.
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The 2nd
International
Conference on 
tick-borne
relapsing fever took
place recently in
Africa. Sally Cutler
and Alison Talbert
describe some of
the latest findings
on this life-
threatening
disease.

TOP LEFT:
The semi-arid savannah of Central
Tanzania.

BELOW:
Chicken roosting in the kitchen
area inside a traditional house.
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