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Introduction:

Over the last two decades, malaria has become more widespread and severe than it used to be in Uganda. Drug resistance and global warming are some of the reasons put forward to explain the severity and significant surge of malaria in Uganda, though such studies are still inconclusive and to some extent controversial.

A third factor that may explain the severity and surge of malaria cases in Uganda over the last decade or so may be attributed to the significant changes in agricultural practices that tend to favour the malaria vector. Coupled with an ever-increasing poverty-stricken population, agricultural changes may have led to increased malaria incidence/risk hence significant socio-economic burden in regions of the country where malaria was insignificant 40 years ago.

A common way of tackling the malaria burden in many countries, including Uganda, is to seek for powerful antimalaria modern drugs, and of recent, encouraging use of mosquito-treated bed-nets. Due to limited successes in classical curative and vector control programs in Uganda, many commentators point to the need to develop alternative approaches to tackle malaria are needed. One such promising alternative is the Ecosystem approach to human health (Eco-health). Eco-health is a systemic approach to human health where a transdisciplinary approach is emphasized in the control and management of a health threat. 
Eco-health as an approach to the control and management of malaria incidence and risk envisages a tri-methodological design to compose a synergetic transdisciplinary research team where the unique expertise, values and strengths of all stakeholders (communities, civil societies, specialists and policy makers) are appreciated in tackling a common problem. The methodological design will pay specific attention to the gender relations in a country like Uganda whose culture and traditions are still strong. 

Given the lack of experience of Ugandans to work as a transdisciplinary rather than sectoral teams in tackling the malaria menace, and lack of information explaining why there has been an up surge of malaria in Uganda, this study proposes to conduct a study to understand any linkages, if any, between malaria incidence/risk in environments characterized by changing agricultural practices, in this case the proliferation of fish ponds in southwestern Uganda. Using participatory methods, the study will identify potential interventions to mitigate the burden of malaria based on Eco-health concept. 

Objectives:  

The overall goal of the proposed study is two-fold: (a) to find out the relative contribution of fish farming to the risk and incidences of malaria in selected communities of Bushenyi District, Uganda and (b) to build a transdisciplinary team for the control and management of malaria accruing from changing agricultural practices such as fish farming. The specific research objectives include:

1. Assess the relative importance of fishponds as breeding grounds for Anopheles mosquitoes in Bushenyi, Uganda;

2. Determine whether an increase in mosquito population leads to high incidences of malaria in selected communities;

3. Assess the knowledge, attitudes and practices of communities toward malaria; (in relation to ecology, cultural, and socio-economic factors) and their influence on risk and protection behaviours; 

4. Assess the protective and health seeking behaviour of the communities, including gender relations toward malaria control, management and treatment;

5. Determine the economic burden of malaria in the selected communities;
6. Model the relationship between malaria incidences/risk and fish farming (and other biophysical and socio-economic variables) across space in the selected communities; and

7. Build a transdisciplinary team to take up the challenges of identifying and implementing intervention measures aimed at the control and management of malaria in Uganda, based on an ecosystem approach.

Specific research questions guiding the transdisciplinary team in meeting the overall goal of this study include: 

· Is fish farming associated with increased mosquito population, Anopheles in particular, and does this translate into increased malaria risk and incidence?

· What are the ecological conditions that favour or discourage mosquito breeding in a fish pond?

· Do mosquitoes breed in small wetlands near people’s homes and, if so, under what ecological conditions? 

· Are there confounding factors (such as the nature of the cropping system especially banana plantations; homestead design; settlement patterns and key demographic variables) of malaria risk and incidences in the selected communities?

· To what extent does the presence of fishponds affect the relative parasitological status of the participating communities?  

· Are the beliefs and perceptions of the communities point to other causal factors of malaria?

· Are the protective and health-seeking behaviours of the participating communities advanced enough to minimise incidences and risk of malaria in the participating communities?

· Is there a significant socio-economic burden due to malaria in the participating communities?
· What are the changes required in the way research is conducted, stakeholders participate, and awareness campaigns/training are carried out to ensure a strong and committed transdisciplinary team to apply an ecosystem approach to human health in Uganda?
· What are the most feasible intervention measures for the control and management of malaria using an ecosystem approach to human health in the selected communities?
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