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Short Report

The impact of dracunculiasis in a
sugar-cane plantation

Jean-Philippe Chippaux” Cenire ORSTOM de Cotonou
et Centre OCCGE de Cotonou, République du Bénin

Dracunculiasis is one of the major causes of disability
among people living in endemic areas. Work loss due to
the disability it induces in farmers has been little doc-
umented, mainly due to the failure to measure properly
economic activities in poor rural communities.

A survey of dracunculiasis in a large sugar-cane plan-
tation in the Zou Province of Bénin was made in 1988.
The company employed about 1450 people, most of
them seasonal workers. The incidence of dracunculiasis
had been recorded since 1986 and the duration of dis-
ability was known in every case. In the Zou Province,
transmission of dracunculiasis occurs from October to
April, with a peak of prevalence in November and De-
cember.

days cases
1200 ¢ . - 45
| 140
1000 T
T35
800 + 1 T30
25
600
i + 20
400 | ! 115
-+ 10
200 + 1
1
\ v TS5
11—
0 [_le—hl—_]l | 1 I ey e 0
T T T T T T 1 T 1 T T

Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun

] Work time lost + Incidence

Figure. Monthly incidence and working days lost during the
dracunculiasis season of 1986-1987

*Present address: Centre Pasteur du Cameroun, B.P. 1274,
Yaoundé, Cameroun.

During the 19861987 transmission season, dracuncu-
liasis was diagnosed in 134 people (9-3%). In July and
August 1986, 9 patients were seasonal workers coming
from north of Bénin where transmission occurs from
June to September. 55% of cases occurred in November
and December, corresponding with the beginning of the
sugar-cane harvest. The work time lost in November
and December amounted to 4% of cropping work time,
and required the hiring of 37 workmen for 1650 working
days. The average value of one day’s agricultural work at
that time was 300 FCFA (1-2 US$). The cost of medical
treatment, which must be added to the cost of substitute
labour, is difficult to estimate accurately as all expenses
were supported by the factory dispensary. However,
2370 daily treatments for dracunculiasis were notified in
November-December 1986. In 1987-1988, only 15
people were infected. The work time lost was only 0-5%
of cropping time in November-December 1987. Four
workmen were recruited during these 2 months for 175
working days. During this period, less than 250 daily
treatments for dracunculiasis were dispensed by the in-
firmary. The average duration of disability was 22 d.
The seasonal distribution of disability agreed with the
seasonal variation of incidence (Figure). The drastic re-
duction in the number of dracunculiasis cases in 1987-
1988 was not explained. The decrease of incidence
concerned permanent as well as seasonal workers coming
from various parts of the country to ensure the harvest of
sugar-cane. Paradoxically the reduction in days lost since
December could have been due to the rise in demand for
labour and men’s exertion to keep their jobs.

This study must be considered as an attempt to evalu-
ate economic loss induced by dracunculiasis. BRIEGER &
GUYER (1990) emphasized the limits of such studies. In
rural communities affected by dracunculiasis, various
methods are used to cope with loss of productivity. Mu-
tual assistance, alternative crops, flexible dates of sow-
ing, varying degrees of disability and the hiring of
substitute labour are not considered by most economic
surveys. However, commercial plantations are increasing
in developing countries and the traditional methods of
coping could become inadequate to offset agricultural
work lost and inapplicable to modern agricultural
methods.
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