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What is malaria? 

Malaria is a disease caused by a parasite  
transmitted to people by infected mosquitoes. The 
parasite can be any of four species of one-celled 
organisms called Plasmodium; vivax, malariae, 
ovale or falciparum.  Only malaria caused by P. 
falciparum is potentially life-threatening. 

The parasite is spread to people by the female 
Anopheles mosquito, which feeds on human 
blood. Malaria is very common throughout the 
world - an estimated 200 million malaria infections 
occurred in 2105 resulting in over 400,000 
deaths, mostly children in Africa. 

Malaria transmission occurs across Central and 
South America, sub-Saharan Africa, the Indian 
subcontinent, Southeast Asia, the Middle East, 
and Oceania. 

Who is at risk? 

In New Zealand the only risk is to persons 
travelling to tropical and subtropical countries 
where malaria is a problem. Less than 50 cases 
of malaria are reported each year by returning 
travellers. 

The risk varies depending on the precautions 
taken, local weather conditions, the number of 
mosquitoes in the area, the traveller’s itinerary 
and the time and type of travel. 

What are the symptoms? 

People with malaria typically have cycles of chills, 
fever, and sweating that recur every 1 to 3 days. 
Nausea, vomiting and diarrhoea often occur with 
the fever. The destruction of red blood cells can 
also cause jaundice (yellowing of the whites of 
the eyes) and anaemia.  

People with malaria symptoms should get 
medical help straight away as P. falciparum can 
cause kidney or liver failure, coma, and death.  

Travellers should suspect malaria if they 
experience an unexplained fever while in or after 
returning from a malaria-affected area. The time 
between a mosquito bite and the start of illness is 
usually 7-30 days; the shorter duration for P. 
falciparum and the longer for P.malariae. 

Malaria parasites can remain inactive in the liver 
and cause a reappearance of symptoms months 
or even years later. 

How is it caught or spread? 

A person gets malaria from the bite of an infected 
female mosquito which had become infected 
when it fed on a person with malaria. The 
mosquito bite injects young forms of the malaria 
parasite into the person’s blood. They multiply in 
the liver and reinfect blood cells 6 to 9 days later. 
The cycle of infection continues, causing the 
signs and symptoms of malaria. 

How is it diagnosed and treated? 

Malaria is diagnosed by a blood test to check for 
parasites. 

The correct drugs for the type of malaria must be 
prescribed by a doctor as they depend on the 
local patterns of resistance. Infection with P. 
falciparum is a medical emergency as about 2% 
of persons infected with falciparum malaria die - 
usually because of delayed treatment. 

How can it be prevented? 

Travellers can protect themselves by taking a 
drug to prevent malaria, and using the following 
anti-mosquito precautions: 

• Reduce contact with mosquitoes both when 
outdoors and inside, especially between dusk 
and dawn. 

• Wear long wear long-sleeved clothing and 
long pants when outside. 

• Use insect repellent on exposed skin. The 
most effective repellents contain DEET 
(diethyltoluamide). The concentration varies 
depending on age and required duration of 
effect but for older children and adults is 
typically 30-35%. 

• Stay in well-screened indoor areas during the 
evening. Spray living and sleeping areas with 
insecticide. 

• Use a bed-net when sleeping in a room that is 
not screened or air-conditioned. Preferably 
treat the bed-net with the insecticide 
permethrin. 

Travellers should understand that they may 
sometimes get malaria even if they use anti-
malaria drugs. Pregnant women and young 
children need special instructions because they 
are potentially at risk of more serious disease and 
because of the danger in using some drugs for 
malaria prevention and treatment. 

There are no vaccines available although 
research is currently being done to develop them. 
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