
Drug-resistant pathogens and the continuing battle against malaria

The meandering Moei river marks the natural boundary between Thailand and Myanmar. Its muddy
waters are at their fullest, but François Nosten still crosses them in just a minute, aboard a narrow,
wooden boat.

In the dry season, he could wade across. As he steps onto the western riverbank, in Myanmar, he passes
no checkpoint and presents no passport.

The air is cool. After months of rain, the surrounding jungle pops with vivid lime and emerald hues. Nosten
climbs a set of wooden slats that wind away from the bank, up a muddy slope. His pace, as ever, seems
relaxed and out of kilter with his almost permanently grave expression and urgent purpose. Nosten, a
rangy Frenchman with tousled brown hair and glasses, is one of the world’s leading experts on malaria.
He is here to avert a looming disaster.

At the top of the slope, he reaches a small village of simple wooden buildings with tin and thatch roofs.
This is Hka Naw Tah, home to around 400 people and a testing ground for Nosten’s bold plan to
completely stamp out malaria from this critical corner of the world.

Malaria is the work of the single-celled Plasmodium parasites, and Plasmodium falciparum chief among 
them. They spread between people through the bites of mosquitoes, invading first the liver, then the red 
blood cells. The first symptoms are generic and flu-like: fever, headache, sweats and chills, vomiting. At 
that point, the immune system usually curtails the infection. 

But if the parasites spread to the kidneys, lungs and brain, things go downhill quickly. Organs start failing. 
Infected red blood cells clog the brain’s blood vessels, depriving it of oxygen and leading to seizures, 
unconsciousness and death. 

Read the full, original story: How malaria defeats our drugs
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