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Abstract
Chagas disease (CD) persists as one of the neglected tropical diseases
(NTDs) with a particularly large impact in the Americas. The World Health
Organization (WHO) recently proposed goals for CD elimination as a public
health problem to be reached by 2030 by means of achieving
intradomiciliary transmission interruption (IDTI), blood transfusion and
transplant transmission interruption, diagnostic and treatment scaling-up
and prevention and control of congenital transmission. The NTD Modelling
Consortium has developed mathematical models to study Trypanosoma
cruzi transmission dynamics and the potential impact of control measures.
Modelling insights have shown that IDTI is feasible in areas with sustained
vector control programmes and no presence of native triatomine vector
populations. However, IDTI in areas with native vectors it is not feasible in a
sustainable manner. Combining vector control with trypanocidal treatment
can reduce the timeframes necessary to reach operational thresholds for
IDTI (<2% seroprevalence in children aged <5 years), but the most
informative age groups for serological monitoring are yet to be identified.
Measuring progress towards the 2030 goals will require availability of vector
surveillance and seroprevalence data at a fine scale, and a more active
surveillance system, as well as a better understanding of the risks of vector
re-colonization and disease resurgence after vector control cessation. Also,
achieving scaling-up in terms of access to treatment to the expected levels
(75%) will require a substantial increase in screening asymptomatic
populations, which is anticipated to become very costly as CD prevalence
decreases. Further modelling work includes refining and extending
mathematical models (including transmission dynamics and statistical
frameworks) to predict transmission at a sub-national scale, and developing
quantitative tools to inform IDTI certification, post-certification and
re-certification protocols. Potential perverse incentives associated with
operational thresholds are discussed. These modelling insights aim to
inform discussions on the goals and treatment guidelines for CD.
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The Collaborating Group on Chagas Disease Modelling (CGCDM) gives a valuable review of the
accomplishments and open challenges of quantitative and mathematical modelling of Chagas disease
(CD). CGCDM provides a refreshingly frank critique of some goals of the World Health Organization
(WHO), describing vector control in areas with sylvatic triatomine vectors as "not feasible in a sustainable
manner" and the stated treatment goals as "not feasible" at all. The review provides convincing
quantitative evidence for the latter assessment. It does not cite quantitative estimates to show that vector
control in the face of sylvatic recolonization is unsustainable. The review would benefit from a more
detailed quantitative description of what vector control efforts would be feasible in regions with multiple
sources of recolonization, including sylvatic and between villages (e.g. Gürtler et al. 2007 1).
The assessment of CGCDM is likely to be useful to scientists who want to address critical gaps in
modelling Chagas disease, to officers of WHO and national governments who seek to set realistic goals
and make informed policy about CD control, and to funders in search of fact-based counsel on the
opportunities and risks of supporting modelling research and field action to control CD.
CGCDM strongly urges combining current vector control strategy with trypanocidal treatment of infected
people. CGCDM identifies the enormous advances that will be required to achieve trypanocidal treatment
of infected people. These advances include improved access to screening and diagnosis (currently <1%
of individuals at risk have access in Colombia and perhaps elsewhere, according to previous sources and
CGCDM), highly sensitive and highly specific tests to diagnose infection with Trypanosoma cruzi, more
efficacious and less toxic drugs or other treatments than are currently available, and persuading people to
complete the course of treatment. CGCDM also candidly identifies some of the risks of its own
recommended strategy.

Based on experience in CD vector and disease control in the semiarid and humid Chaco of northern
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Based on experience in CD vector and disease control in the semiarid and humid Chaco of northern
Argentina, currently the main hotspot of vector-borne transmission, we suggest three additional
ingredients that may enhance the recipes advanced by CGCDM for interrupting vector-borne
transmission of T. cruzi to people. We believe that these ingredients would prove valuable to CD control in
regions of vector-borne transmission beyond the Argentine Chaco, but that remains to be proved. These
ingredients are: (1) engaging the families and communities affected by CD in protecting themselves from
CD, and modelling their engagement; (2) enriching the picture of CD dispersal using genetic and other
modern techniques, and modelling that more complex picture; and (3) improving the rationality and
statistical efficiency of vector control, and modelling the resulting impacts on parasite transmission and
economic savings from improved vector detection and control. Our suggestions do not address other
important problems CGCDM addressed, such as interrupting transmission of T. cruzi by blood transfusion
and transplants, increasing access to expanded diagnostic and treatment programs, and preventing and
controlling congenital transmission. We now sketch each proposed additional ingredient.
(1) Engaging the communities and families affected by CD in protecting themselves
CGCDM do not mention the roles of the individuals, families, and communities affected by CD in
defending themselves. We think these roles could be influential, perhaps even crucial, in controlling and
monitoring CD, and achieving the 2030 targets identified in Table 1. Specifically, people living in areas
where vector-borne CD is endemic can influence wall and roof construction and maintenance, domestic
animal management, on-demand residual insecticide spraying, and monitoring any resurgence of bugs
after official interventions (e.g., Monroy et al. 20092). Community participation and training are key to
achieving a highly demanding goal such as “0% colonization rate of dwellings” in the affected zones.
In the Gran Chaco region, a single village is typically composed of multiple house compounds. Each
house compound consists of one (or more) domiciles (for human residents) and multiple outbuildings,
such as chicken coops, goat corrals, kitchens, grain stores, and outhouses. Domiciles of different house
compounds, though constructed with the same basic materials (mud bricks and poles), vary widely in the
state of repair of the walls. Walls smoothly plastered provide no refuge for the triatomine vectors of CD
and the human residents typically suffer lower incidence of T. cruzi. By contrast, houses with cracked
walls shelter the bugs, have higher triatomine infestation levels (Cecere et al. 2002 3; Bustamante et al.
20094), and the human residents are more likely to be infected with T. cruzi across settings and vector
species (e.g., Mott et al. 19785, Andrade et al. 19956, Bonfante-Cabarcas et al. 20117). Similarly, house
compounds that have thatched roofs provide good refuges for bugs. Domiciles roofed with materials less
hospitable to resting bugs usually have lower prevalence and incidence of T. cruzi. (Gürtler et al. 19988;
Black et al. 20079). Domestic dogs have a very high prevalence of infection with T. cruzi and a very high
probability of transmitting T. cruzi to uninfected bugs. When bugs thus infected are in human sleeping
quarters, they have an increased likelihood of transmitting T. cruzi to humans. Keeping domestic dogs out
of human sleeping quarters permanently could substantially reduce the incidence of human infection,
according to modelling (Cohen and Gürtler 200110) and observations in Argentina (Gürtler et al. 200511,
Cardinal et al. 201812). In Venezuela, the household presence of several domestic animal species (dogs,
caprines, armadillos and chickens) is significantly and positively associated with human seroprevalence
(Bonfante-Cabarcas et al. 20117).
Because of the long asymptomatic period of CD, residents in endemic areas often have a low awareness
of the risks associated with Triatoma infestans infestation. Local residents could be educated about the
risks of bug-mediated transmission of T. cruzi to their own health and the health of their children. They
could also be taught how to apply residual insecticides (individually purchased or provided by control
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could also be taught how to apply residual insecticides (individually purchased or provided by control
agencies) as need arises within their domiciles and outbuildings, and to monitor the resurgence of bugs
after control measures (Cecere et al. 201913, Gaspe et al. 201814). Thatch-roofed granaries are not
usually monitored or sprayed, may often harbor large bug populations, and could be a potent source of
bug reinfestation of other structures (Cohen et al. 201715).
Modelling challenges are to synthesize what is known about the magnitudes of these effects and to
compare the costs and benefits of house-to-house and community-wide education about walls, roofs,
domestic dogs, spraying, and monitoring with the costs and benefits of more traditional top-down
interventions. The latter have proven difficult to sustain in the long run, especially when intrusive
triatomine species tend to invade domestic premises and pose a recurrent risk of recolonisation, such as
with Triatoma dimidiata in Central America (Peterson et al. 201916) and Rhodnius prolixus in Colombia
and Venezuela (Sanchez-Martin et al. 200617, ref. 12).
(2) Enriching the picture of CD vector dispersal
Based on modelling studies, CGCDM "suggest that a better comprehension of vectorial transmission in
rural and urban settings would require understanding and quantifying of two different forms of vector
dispersal, namely, dispersal between sylvatic and non-sylvatic habitats and diffusive dispersal within
cities." We agree with the need to understand both forms of dispersal. We propose that additional levels
of dispersal need empirical studies and modelling.
Within a house compound, bugs disperse among domiciliary and peri-domiciliary structures. Within a
village, bugs disperse among house compounds. Within localities or clusters of villages, bugs disperse
among villages possibly through flight and possibly through movements of people, non-human animals,
and goods. At all three levels (house compound, village, cluster of villages), bugs may disperse between
sylvatic and settled habitats, and all forms of bug dispersal may depend on the season (Dohna et al. 2007
18, 200919; Gourbière et al. 200820). Independently of the dispersal of bugs, people (and their dogs and
cats) carry infections of T. cruzi among house compounds, villages, localities, urban and rural regions of a
given country, and internationally. Four multi-level networks of dispersal interact: bugs, humans, domestic
animals, and T. cruzi (in bugs, people, and domestic animals).
In future empirical work, genetic techniques to infer the origins and spread of infections (Biek et al. 2012 21
; Gourbière et al. 201222; Gire et al. 201423; Grad et al. 201424) need to be tailored and applied to the
origins and transmission of T. cruzi infections and the dispersal of the vectors. For example, Nouvellet et
al. (2013)25 used the incidence of T. cruzi infections in humans and the average number of potentially
infective contacts per uninfected person to estimate that the probability of T. cruzi transmission per
potentially infective contact is 1 in 900-4000 contacts with infected bugs. If genetic techniques were used
to identify markers or "barcodes" in T. cruzi, the appearance of these markers in people newly infected
with T. cruzi could be used to confirm or refine these estimates.
Modelling challenges are to model the structures and infer the parameter values of these networks of
interactions using available data (e.g., Dohna and Pineda-Krch 201026) and to design additional practical
data collection goals for improved modelling and estimation.
(3) Improving the rationality and statistical efficiency of vector control by spraying insecticides
A decade ago, Dohna et al. (200919, p. 1) made a statement that was true then and unfortunately remains
true today: "… it is important to increase the efficiency of vector control. It is currently unknown what
Page 13 of 22

Gates Open Research

Gates Open Research 2019, 3:1539 Last updated: 24 OCT 2019

true today: "… it is important to increase the efficiency of vector control. It is currently unknown what
spatial and temporal pattern of repeated insecticide application maximizes its efficiency." Some modeling
studies (reviewed in Nouvellet et al. 201527) produced concrete recommendations for optimizing vector
control but none of these recommendations has been tested in field trials. Large-scale field trials that test
well-founded model-based recommendations for cost-effective vector control are crucial, especially for
areas where resources are limited and sustained vector control is required.
Mass spraying of residual insecticides in a community is traditionally triggered when the community-wide
fraction of bug-infested houses (the house infestation rate) detected by a standardized search procedure
exceeds a fixed threshold, typically 5% (Schofield 199428; Guhl 200529, p. 395; Aiga et al. 201230
suggest a threshold of 8% for their region). The number of houses to be searched is rarely defined in
advance, or all houses in a village are searched, which is costly and time-consuming.
A more efficient alternative could be to design a plan of sequential sampling that stops searching of
houses and starts spraying when the probability that the infestation rate exceeds 5% reaches a chosen
standard. For example, suppose the probability of house infestation is 5% or less. If houses are chosen
randomly from a list of houses in the village, then the probability that the first three houses are all infested
is at most (0.05)3 = 0.000125, just over one chance in ten thousand. In this case, it would seem
superfluous to search additional houses for bug infestation before deciding to spray the entire community.
The specification in this example that "houses are chosen randomly from a list of houses in the village" is
important, because if the inspectors choose geographically contiguous houses for their own convenience
rather than randomly, there may be dependence in the infestation of successive neighboring houses. For
example, three successive houses might be infested as a result of their proximity or shared familial
indifference to plastering walls, regardless of the house infestation rate of the community. Sequential
plans for detecting pest infestation rates above an economic threshold are commonly used in commercial
agriculture. Similar procedures need to be developed and adapted for the efficient surveying of house
infestations in the control of CD. Sampling design is of prime relevance, especially when control programs
pursue certification of transmission interruption or vector elimination.
Modelling challenges include designing sequential sampling plans that take account of the consistent
relationships between the mean and the variance of bug relative population sizes in different habitats
within house compounds (Taylor's law; Cohen et al. 201715); modelling and measuring the spatial
aggregation of house infestation; and estimating the economic savings resulting from more efficient vector
detection and control.
The paper ably draws attention to some undesirable consequences of the certification of IDTI witnessed
during the post-certification period in several countries. In general, CD vector control programs have lost
substantial operational capacity. The (re)emergence and growing relevance of dengue and of other
mosquito-borne viruses such as zika and chikungunya have drawn away from CD the scarce resources
available for vector control. This complex scenario in part explains why ten countries have yet to hit the
goal of IDTI by 2020 (Tarleton et al. 201431). Competition for scarce resources for vector control remains
a major obstacle to hitting the 2030 targets.
The following passages contain some inaccuracies or imprecise language and should be reviewed.
In the Abstract, "Modelling insights have shown that IDTI is feasible in areas with sustained vector control
programmes and no presence of native triatomine vector populations." An interested reader not informed
of the main issue under discussion may not understand the underlying logic of this sentence. If there is no
presence of native triatomine populations, neither IDTI nor sustained triatomine control programmes
would be pertinent, unless there are other (non-native) vectors that pose a risk of human infection with T.
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presence of native triatomine populations, neither IDTI nor sustained triatomine control programmes
would be pertinent, unless there are other (non-native) vectors that pose a risk of human infection with T.
cruzi.
The Abstract begins: "Chagas disease (CD) persists as one of the neglected tropical diseases (NTDs)
with a particularly large impact in the Americas" and the Background section on page 3 continues: "CD is
a parasitic disease caused by the protozoan Trypanosoma cruzi, and transmitted mainly by domiciliated
triatomine (Reduviidae) vectors (kissing bugs) in tropical areas of the Americas." In fact, the trypanosome
that causes CD is transmitted mainly by domiciliated triatomine (Reduviidae) vectors (kissing bugs) in
tropical, subtropical and temperate areas of the Americas. CD is not restricted to tropical areas.
The Background section, page 3, states: “…along with the urbanization process in recent decades, other
transmission routes, such as blood transfusion, organ transplant and congenital have become important
in both endemic and non-endemic countries2.” This generalization is partially inaccurate. In ref. 2, Table 2
shows no transfusion-related CD case in 21 Latin American endemic countries. This is quite plausible
because screening of blood donors has achieved virtually universal coverage decades ago, with rare
exceptions. A 2015 WHO publication, based on 2010 data provided by the countries, reported that “19 out
of the 21 endemic countries achieved 100% screening of donated blood.” The issue of
transfusion-mediated transmission has been or still is pertinent to some non-endemic, developed
countries.
The Background section, page 3, also states: "So far, 11 out of the 21 recognised endemic countries have
been certified as having reached intradomiciliary transmission interruption (IDTI)." This statement
inaccurately suggests that there is no vector-borne domestic transmission of T. cruzi in 11 countries. The
certifications of IDTI for Central American countries are relevant for R. prolixus, not for T. dimidiata, a
widespread vector involved in domestic transmission to humans (Peterson et al. 201916). Similarly, the
certifications for the Southern Cone countries are relevant for T. infestans, but in Brazil there are other
species involved in domestic transmission.
On page 4, a reference is needed to justify: "the number of triatomines/house was fitted to data from
various locations prior to vector control and applied to cases where there was only one triatomine species
present in the dwellings, as well as to situations with mixtures of species and developmental stages,
various types of houses and bug densities per house."
Also on page 4: "… In the presence of sylvatic populations, there is a continuous introduction and
colonisation of domiciliary and peri-domiciliary habitats; in these areas, traditional vector control is not
feasible in a sustainable manner." A better distinction between feasibility, effectiveness and sustainability
is relevant. Many decades ago, in some of these areas, such as in Venezuela, traditional vector control
was feasible and very effective by current standards when it was pursued consistently (Feliciangeli et al.
200332, Bonfante-Cabarcas et al. 20117, Bartsch et al. 201733). The decentralization of healthcare
services, beginning in the late 1980-1990s in Latin America, combined with other regional processes,
virtually eliminated or downsized the existing vector control programs except in a few countries.
Also on page 4: "Various studies on routine vector surveillance have demonstrated that the currently used
methods have low sensitivity and greatly underestimate vector density, infestation and infection rates;
vector surveillance may be capturing half of infestations – and, most likely, most bugs within a house 13,14
." …"most bugs within a house" suggests that the methods may be capturing most of the bugs within the
house, which disagrees with the former sentence and field observations. Perhaps the sentence intended
to say that vector surveillance was detecting half of infestations, and standard vector collection methods
captured mostly bugs within a house, i.e., domiciles.

Page 15 of 22

Gates Open Research

Gates Open Research 2019, 3:1539 Last updated: 24 OCT 2019

On page 6: "Trypanocidal treatment with benznidazole (BNZ) or nifurtimox (NFX) has been aimed at both
reducing parasitaemia and curbing disease progression. So far, there is limited evidence on the efficacy
of drugs for these." There is substantial evidence on the efficacy of BNZ in suppressing or reducing
parasitaemia as determined by RT-PCR (e.g., ref. 24, 28), whereas the available evidence on curbing
disease progression is limited and debatable (e.g., ref. 29). The age of the patient under treatment is
important: both drugs are able to achieve the serological and parasitological cure of recent chronic
infections when applied to T. cruzi-seropositive children under age 15 years (ref. 28), whereas in chronic
adult patients both drugs suppressed or reduced parasitaemia albeit transiently, as determined by PCR or
xenodiagnosis (ref. 24, 28); the serological effects of treatment with either drug may take many years to
appear.
On page 7: "With the current tools, low access to screening is the bottleneck; achieving just 10% of
successful treatment at population level will require an enormous investment on improving access to
screening, especially when targeting asymptomatic populations in low prevalence settings, which
currently prevail in most endemic areas18". This issue is debatable and likely varies geographically. In
Argentina, the key obstacle has been access to treatment in rural areas: either the drugs or the treating
physicians are not available to indicate treatment and manage the adverse drug-related reactions over
the 60-day follow-up (Sartor et al. 201734). Health services and several NGOs (e.g. MSF) have conducted
large serosurveys of T. cruzi infection in rural areas using rapid tests or dried blood spots.
Also on page 7: "Current estimates of access to diagnostics and treatment are at <1% 33." The pertinent
reference is Ribeiro et al. (2009)35, who provided the <1% estimate across endemic countries. Ref. 33
reported that access to diagnostics and treatment in Colombia was 1.2%.
A few editorial errors should be corrected. In the caption of Figure 3, the identification of the coloured lines
is wrong. The colour code adjacent to the upper right corner of panel B is more likely to be correct. In line
5 of paragraph 2 on page 6, BZN should be replaced by BNZ. In the captions of Fig. 2 and 3, ref. 17
should be replaced by ref. 18. Table 1 should list the 21 endemic countries, in line with recommendations
issued by PAHO/WHO (2018)36 and other passages in the text.
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has considerably expanded from rural endemic areas to urban centers. This idea is mentioned in the first
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