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hub in region for
malaria research

Singapore is a regional hub for
malariaresearch and innovation.

A team of scientists has been
working hard to decode the com-
plex parasites that cause infec-
tions, to pave the way for new
drugs against the highly adapt-
able and stubborn bug.

Anchoring the various research
workis the Singapore Malaria Net-
work, comprising scientists from
the National University of Singa-
pore (NUS), Nanyang Technologi-
cal University (NTU) and the
Agency for Science, Technology
and Research (A*Star).

Recently, some scientists
within the network clinched an
$8.5 million grant from the Min-
istry of Education to study
malaria zoonosis, where the dis-
ease jumps from animal to human.
Work on the project starts next
month.

Led by Professor Zbynek
Bozdech, a malaria expert at NTU,
the five-year project will investi-
gate, at a molecular level, how the
malaria parasites jump from ani-
mals to humans, and vice versa,
and predict how the parasites
may become more potent and in-
fectious in the future.

Assistant Professor Benoit
Malleret from the NUS Yong Loo

Lin School of Medicine, a co-inves-
tigator in the project, said: “Pan-
demics could arise when we don’t
anticipate certain pathogens
from animals that can infect hu-
mans.”

Covid-19 has put a spotlight on
zoonotic diseases, and Singapore
has wild macaques deep in the
forests that carry malaria para-
sites.

Associate Professor Kevin Tan,
head of the school’s Department
of Microbiology and Immunology,
and another co-investigator,
added: “When we know what are
the mechanisms in the parasites
that cause the jump from animals
to humans, those are the Achilles
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Left, above: A microscopic view of human red blood cells (stained light purple) infected with the malaria parasite (visible as blue dots).

Left: A scanning electron microscopy image of three red blood cells infected with malaria parasites and a human white blood cell (turquoise). This image illustrates
the first step (cell to cell contact) for the white blood cell to engulf the infected red blood cells.

Above: A researcher handling cultures infected with the malaria parasite. PHOTOS: NUS YONG LOO LIN SCHOOL OF MEDICINE

heels to target in drug and vaccine
development.”

Professor Peter Preiser from
NTU’s School of Biological Sci-
ences and one of the experts who
initiated the Singapore Malaria
Network in the early 2000s, said
the country’s years-long exper-
tise in the infectious disease put it
in good stead for the nation’s
Covid-19response.

“For instance, we had in place
tools and technologies that we
use to study malaria, such as diag-
nostic approaches, that allowed
us to develop rapid ways of detect-
ing the coronavirus and neutralis-
ing antibodies,” he said.

Malaria immunologist Laurent
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Renia, executive director of the
A*Star Infectious Diseases Labora-
tories, shifted his focus to
Covid-19 last year. He studied
how the body responds to the in-
fection, and ways to improve man-
agement of the disease.

The transition was not difficult,
as the malaria parasite is much
more complex than the coron-
avirus, Professor Renia noted.

“The parasite has about 5,000
genes, while the Sars-CoV-2 virus
has about 15. We have been so
used to dealing with complexity...
It’s much easier for people work-
ing with malaria to be able to work
withbacteria or viruses.”
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