
Plant products can aid in the fight against malaria 
Karin Andersson 

 
Every year, about one million people around the world face death due to the infectious disease 
malaria which is caused by protozoan parasites of the genus Plasmodium. The malaria 
parasites are vector-borne and transmitted through bites of female mosquitoes belonging to 
the globally distributed genus Anopheles. Historically, malaria has been found throughout the 
globe, Sweden included, but is nowadays eradicated from many of the previously endemic 
countries. Currently, the infection is exclusively found in tropical and subtropical areas, most 
often in developing countries where effective health care not always is available. People with 
either impaired or naïve immune systems are most vulnerable, which result in that children 
under the age of 5, pregnant women and HIV-infected individuals most frequently are the 
ones severest afflicted by the potentially deadly disease. 

Due to the route of transmission, avoidance of mosquito bites is of course the most efficient 
way of preventing contraction of malaria. Besides, there are numerous other mosquito-borne 
infections in areas where malaria is found which means that avoidance of mosquitoes also can 
prevent human infections such as Japanese encephalitis, yellow fever, filariasis and dengue 
fever. 

Since the infections mentioned are prevalent in poor regions of the world, low-cost preventive 
measures are desirable. A possible source of natural anti-mosquito material is plants, which 
through long time of adaptations have evolved aromas repelling insects and other herbivores. 
Therefore, the aim of this study was to evaluate if essential oils, extracted through steam 
distillation of plants commonly found in the malaria endemic country Laos, have the potential 
to repel mosquitoes. The anti-mosquito activity of the essential oils was thus tested in the 
field. Mosquito nets were impregnated with different concentrations of the oils before they 
were tied around the legs of volunteers acting as human baits. The mosquitoes attracted to the 
legs were collected, killed and later identified. By comparing the total number of mosquitoes, 
collected from the differently treated mosquito nets, with the number attracted to the negative 
and positive controls, I was through statistical analyses able to determine if the essential oils 
acted as repellents or not. 

Through this experiment, I could conclude that oil from the plant species Scutellaria 
angustifolia functions as a mosquito repellent. Also nets impregnated with oil from the 
species Litsea cubeba attracted fewer mosquitoes than the negative control, but with the 
obtained amount of data, the difference could not be concluded to be significant. All together, 
these findings demonstrate that plant products likely can be used for prevention of both 
malaria and other infections vectored by mosquitoes, and therefore more research should be 
conducted within this field.  
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