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	Mosquitoes
April 6, 2011
	     1401104


The 1 April 2011 headline on the front page of the Honolulu Star Advertiser reads, “12 Dengue Cases Suspected”.  At least four people in one Pearl City neighborhood and at least one Government worker at Wheeler Army Air Field are believed to have dengue fever. The U.S. Army Public Health Command has sent out a “Dengue Information Sheet” to all Hawaii military, Department of Defense civilians and contractors. (See attached PDF document)  Hawaii health officials fear that this year will be the worst since 2001 when 153 people in Hawaii contracted the disease.  I’m pretty sure this is not an April Fool’s Day joke!! 

Did you know that the mosquito is the most dangerous insect in the world? The Mosquito kills more people every year than any other bug or animal in the world. They are dangerous not because they are so vicious but because they are carriers of so many bad diseases such as malaria, west nile virus, yellow fever, encephalitis, filariasis and dengue fever.  They also cause heartworms in dogs.
Dengue fever is an infectious tropical disease caused by the dengue virus. Typical symptoms include fever, headache, a characteristic skin rash, and muscle and joint pains. Dengue is usually transmitted by the mosquito species aedes aegypti. There is no vaccine for dengue fever. Acetaminophen (Tylenol) can be used to reduce fever, but since bleeding can occur, aspirin and ibuprofen (which can worsen bleeding problems) should not be used. Severe dengue fever can result in seizures, abnormal bleeding, and shock. Worldwide, there are about 2 million cases of severe dengue fever every year resulting in about 20,000 deaths.  
Mosquitoes carry the parasite responsible for malaria. Every year around 300 million people across Africa, South America, and Asia are infected with malaria – about one million of these people die. Most deaths occur in Africa where a child dies from malaria every 30 seconds.  The malaria parasite destroys blood cells and clogs the flow of blood.
The symptoms of malaria include fever, chills, backache, and headache. Cycles of chills, fever, and sweating that go away and then return every 1, 2, or 3 days (depending on the type of malaria) are common signs of malaria infection. Sometimes malaria can cause vomiting, diarrhea, coughing and yellowing (jaundice) of the skin or whites of the eyes. Patients with severe malaria may develop bleeding problems, shock, kidney or liver failure, central nervous system problems, and coma.
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Yellow fever is caused by a small virus that is spread by the bite of mosquitoes. This disease is common in South America and in sub-Saharan Africa.  Anyone can get yellow fever, but the elderly have a higher risk of severe infection. If a person is bitten by an infected mosquito, symptoms usually develop 3 - 6 days later.  Symptoms include headache, muscle and joint aches, fever, flushing, loss of appetite, vomiting, and jaundice. If it doesn’t get better in 3-4 days, then multi-organ dysfunction can occur in the heart, liver, kidneys, and brain, resulting in seizures, coma, shock, and death. Yellow fever causes 200,000 illnesses and 30,000 deaths every year with about 90% of these infections occurring in Africa.
West Nile virus (WNV) is a virus found in both tropical and temperate regions. It mainly infects birds, but is known to infect humans, horses, dogs, cats, bats, chipmunks, skunks, squirrels, domestic rabbits, crocodiles and alligators. Symptoms include infection along with a fever, headache, chills, excessive sweating, weakness, drowsiness, and pain in the joints.  Many of the symptoms are like those of influenza or the flu. Last year in the United States there were 665 reported cases of WNV and 30 people died.
Eastern equine encephalitis (EEE) is a rare disease that is spread to horses and humans by infected mosquitoes. It is among the most serious of a group of mosquito-borne virus diseases that can affect the central nervous system and cause severe complications and even death. The disease can be prevented in horses with the use of vaccinations but once a human or a horse gets EEE, there is no cure. About 35% of infected humans and 85% of infected horses die.  Fortunately, EEE is rare in humans with only 6 to 10 people a year in the U. S. getting the disease. 

Lymphatic filariasis is an infection with the filarial worms. These parasites are transmitted to humans through the bite of an infected mosquito and develop into adult worms in the lymphatic vessels, causing severe damage and swelling (lymphoedema). Elephantiasis – painful, disfiguring swelling of the legs and genital organs – is a classic sign of late-stage disease.
Heartworm disease has been reported in all 50 states. The bite of just one mosquito infected with the heartworm larvae can give your dog heartworm disease.  It takes about seven months, once a dog is bitten by an infected mosquito, for the larvae to mature into adult heartworms. They then lodge in the heart, lungs, and surrounding blood vessels and begin reproducing. Adult worms can grow up to 12 inches in length, can live 5-7 years, and a dog can have as many as 250 worms in its system.  Most dogs will die before this happens -That’s why prevention is so important.

All together, mosquitoes are estimated to transmit disease to more than 700 million people annually and at least 2 million of these people will die.  As you can see, mosquitoes can be quite a bit more than just annoying while you are out fishing or trying to enjoy a picnic with the family.
The word "mosquito" is Spanish for "little fly".  There are more than 3,000 species of mosquitoes, but there are only about 100 species that bite and suck blood from humans. And the members of three species bear primary responsibility for the spread of human diseases. Anopheles mosquitoes are the only species known to carry malaria. They also transmit filariasis and encephalitis. Culex mosquitoes carry encephalitis, filariasis, and the West Nile virus. And Aedes mosquitoes, of which the voracious Asian tiger is a member, carry yellow fever, dengue, and encephalitis.
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Mosquitoes go through four stages in their life-cycle: egg, larva, pupa, and adult. Adult females lay their eggs in standing water, which can be a salt-marsh, a lake, a puddle, a natural reservoir on a plant, or an artificial water container such as a plastic bucket. The first three stages are aquatic and last 5–14 days, depending on the species; eggs hatch to become larvae, then pupae. The adult mosquito emerges from the pupa as it floats at the water surface. Adults live for 4–8 weeks or until you squash it while sucking your blood.
Mosquitoes use exhaled carbon dioxide, body odors, and movement to home in on their victims. As you have probably noticed, mosquitoes prefer some people like me over others.  Mosquitoes have a keen sense of smell and will pick the person who they like the most.  Only female mosquitoes have the mouth parts necessary for sucking blood. When the mosquito stabs her needle-like mouthparts through the skin of her victim, she injects her saliva, teeming with digestive enzymes and anticoagulants to help her drink more quickly. They use the blood not for their own nourishment but as a source of protein for their eggs.  For food, both males and females eat nectar and other plant sugars.
Once the mosquito gets done sucking your blood, your body sees that as an enemy and produces histamine to ward off infection. That little pink bump left on your skin is an allergic reaction to the mosquito's saliva. Try not to scratch that annoying itch because if you do, it will itch and swell more.  You may want to wash the affected area with soap and water and apply calamine lotion, cortisone, or any other anti-itch cream. 
If you are going to be in an area where there are a lot of mosquitoes, use a mosquito repellant containing 20-50% DEET on exposed skin. Be careful when applying DEET to children so they don’t get it in their mouths.  Also, avoid getting DEET in your eyes or on your lips.  Dress protectively by wearing long sleeves, long pants, socks and shoes, especially during the early morning hours after daybreak and late afternoon before dark, when day-biting mosquitoes are most active. Did you know that there are day-biting mosquitoes and night-biting mosquitoes?  
In Hawaii, there are six biting (blood feeding) species of mosquitoes that can be divided into two types based on their biting habits:
Day-biting mosquitoes: Four species, aedes albopictus, aedes aegypti, aedes japonicas, and wyeomyia mitchelli, are active only during the daylight periods and somewhat at dusk. Because of a short flight range of only100-150 yards, their presence at your home usually indicates a nearby breeding source. Day-biting mosquitoes breed in relatively clean water found in tree holes, plants, rock holes, and all types of man-made containers. 

Night-biting mosquitoes: Two species, culex quinquefasciatus and aedes vexans nocturnes are active from dusk into the night. Their presence at your home may not indicate a nearby breeding site. They have a flight range of several miles. Culex quinquefasciatus will breed in all types of human-made containers and are the most common night-biting mosquito in Hawai’i.
The best defense against these pests and the illnesses they may carry is to eliminate the places where they breed. Remove or empty water in old tires, tin cans, buckets, drums, bottles or other places where mosquitoes might breed.  Keep weeds and tall grass cut short; adult mosquitoes look for these shady places to rest during the hot daylight hours. Use a flyswatter or household spray to kill mosquitoes, flies or other insects that get into your house.  Spray shrubbery and high weeds to kill adult insects.
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	At our house in Mililani, we have a couple of these mosquito plants (Citrosa Geranium) in our yard and we hardly ever see a mosquito. This plant has a lemon-like smell and mosquitoes just hate it. Actually, I don’t think there is a big mosquito problem anywhere in Hawaii.  There are a lot of outdoor activities and I never hear anybody complaining about the mosquitoes.  The rare mosquito caused diseases like dengue fever are usually brought into the state by travelers.
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	So, do these bloodthirsty insects fulfill any useful purpose on this earth?  Why don’t we just kill them all? Mosquitoes populated this planet long before man - the oldest mosquito fossils date back some 200 million years, to the Cretaceous period. Even if we wanted to kill all mosquitoes, it would be impossible. Besides, believe it or not, mosquitoes have a very important role in our ecological system.  Mosquito larvae are aquatic insects, and as such, play an important role in the aquatic food chain. Mosquito larvae is in essence, nutrient-packed snacks for fish and other aquatic animals. As adults, mosquitoes serve as equally nutritious meals for birds, bats, and spiders. As much as we hate them, mosquitoes represent a considerable biomass of food for wildlife on the lower rungs of the food chain. Their extinction, were it even achievable, would have an enormous adverse affect on the entire ecosystem.


We are lucky to live in Hawaii or anywhere else in the United States.  99.9% of all mosquito bites here only results in some annoyance, a red spot and some itching.  Getting a bad disease from a mosquito in the U.S. is very rare.  Now, if we lived in sub-Saharan Africa, it would be a different story. These poor people have the worst standard of living in the world. It seems like all of these countries have some kind of Civil War going on where killing people and raping women happens every day.  An estimated 23 million people were living with HIV in sub-Saharan Africa at the end of 2010, including 2.4 million children. During 2010, an estimated 1.4 million Africans died from AIDS. Almost 90% of the 16.6 million children orphaned by AIDS live in sub-Saharan Africa.  Health experts tell us that you cannot get AIDS from a mosquito bite but in central Africa, all things bad seem to be possible.  And if all of this was not bad enough, sub-Saharan Africa is home to every disease carrying mosquito known to man.  I feel sorry for these people!!

                                                     bigdrifter44@gmail.com
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