
A PRACTICAL HANDBOOK
� ird EditionMalaria continues to be a major health problem in many 

parts of the world. Delay in treating malaria, especially 
P. falciparum – the species of the parasite that is the 

main cause of the severe  forms of the disease – may result in 
rapid deterioration in the patient’s condition, together with the 
development of a number of life-threatening complications.

� is handbook is an updated edition of the Management of 
Severe Malaria, providing new and revised practical guidance 
on the diagnosis and management of severe malaria. A� er 
outlining the general nursing care needed by these patients, 
it considers in turn the possible complications, including 
coma, convulsions, severe anaemia, hypogylcaemia, and 
pulmonary oedema, and gives speci� c and concise 
advice on their management. While intended 
primarily for clinical professionals and other 
responsible health sta�  for clinical professionals 
and other centres with inpatients facilities in 
malaria-endemic countries, it will also be of 
practical use to physicians in non-endemic 
areas, who are increasingly having to 
deal with patients infected during 
visits to malarious areas. 
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PREFACE 
Malaria continues to be a major global health problem, with 
over 40% of the world’s population—more than 3.3 billion 
people—at risk for malaria to varying degrees in countries 
with on-going transmission. In addition, with modern, 
rapid means of travel, large numbers of people from non-
malarious areas are being infected, which may seriously 
affect them after they have returned home. During the past 
decade, investments in malaria prevention and control have 
created unparalleled momentum and saved more than 
1 million lives. The rates of death from malaria have been 
cut by over one fourth worldwide and by one third in the 
World Health Organization (WHO) African Region. Malaria 
transmission still occurs, however, in 99 countries, and the 
disease caused an estimated 655 000 deaths in 2010 (with 
an uncertainty range of 537 000–907 000 deaths), mainly 
among children under 5 years of age in sub-Saharan Africa.1

Plasmodium falciparum is common in the tropics and causes 
the most serious form of the disease. Infections with this 
parasite can be fatal in the absence of prompt recognition 
of the disease and its complications and urgent, appropriate 
patient management. P. vivax and P. knowlesi (a species 
that primarily infects monkeys and may be transmitted 
to humans in certain forested areas of South-East Asia) 
may also cause severe infections. Resistance of parasites 
to antimalaria agents continues to be a threat to malaria 
control and elimination efforts globally. The emergence 
of resistance to artemisinins in the Mekong sub-Region 
is of particular concern. Prompt diagnosis and treatment 

1 World malaria report 2011. Geneva, World Health Organization, 2011. http://www.
who.int/malaria/world_malaria_report_2011/9789241564403_eng.pdf.
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are crucial to prevent mortality, especially in high-risk 
groups such as young children and pregnant women. 

This practical handbook on the management of severe and 
complicated malaria has been revised and updated for the 
third time, with some key changes, notably, replacement 
of quinine with artesunate as first-line treatment for severe 
malaria caused by all Plasmodium species. Like previous 
editions, this handbook is intended primarily for health 
professionals working in hospitals or health centres with 
inpatient facilities, who are responsible for the management 
of patients with severe malaria. As this manual focuses 
on the practical management of severe malaria, it is 
based on guidelines and recommendations adopted as 
standard WHO guidance for the management of severe 
malaria or severely ill patients, which are listed in Annex 
1. When new information or a new recommendation that 
has not previously been endorsed in a WHO guideline is 
given, the source of the information or the basis of the 
recommendation is referenced. The review of the handbook 
was organised through a consultation of the GMP Technical 
Expert Group (TEG) on Malaria Chemotherapy co-chaired 
by Professors Fred Binka and Nick White (Annex 2). 

The WHO Global Malaria Programme would like to thank 
Medicines for Malaria Venture (MMV), Roll Back Malaria 
(Case Management Working Group), and the UK Department 
for International Development (DFID), for providing financial 
support to the development and production of this manual.
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