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Madagascar, a country that accounts for 75% of the world’s plague cases1, experiences endemic
levels of the plague (primarily bubonic plague) with around 400 cases annually that primarily
occur between September and April.2 However, in 2017, between August and November,
Madagascar experienced a sharp increase in cases with the outbreak resulting in 2417 cases and
209 deaths from them.3

The plague is caused by the bacterium Yersinia Pestis which is found in fleas and rodents.4 Most
of the endemic cases of plague in Madagascar are bubonic plague cases that are caused by an
infected flea bite.5 However, a majority of the cases in the 2017 outbreak in Madagascar were
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pneumonic plague,6 which is typically spread through airborne droplets and additionally can be
caused when bubonic plague is left untreated.7

Plague is treated by antibiotics8 and patients often make a full recovery if treatment begins in the
early stages.9 While Madagascar’s Ministry of Health (MOH) has policies to prevent and contain
health emergencies like these, Madagascar’s per capita health spending was just $14 in 2014.10

As a result, the MOH plans and policies do not have sufficient funding and cannot be properly
executed due to a lack of resources.11 Because of the pneumonic nature of the plague and the lack
of a structured emergency health response, the plague exploded from Madagascar’s typical
endemic levels to an outbreak.

During the 2017 outbreak, Madagascar relied heavily on global assistance to obtain medical
countermeasures (MCMs).12 The World Health Organization (WHO) assisted Madagascar in
terms of financial resources, medical personnel, and antibiotics.13 By October 6, 2017, the WHO
had provided Madagascar with almost 1.2 million doses of antibiotics.14 The antibiotic surge
included both curative antibiotics to treat people with the plague and prophylactic antibiotics to
prevent others from becoming infected.15 The WHO worked with the MOH to distribute the
antibiotics to both local health facilities and mobile health clinics to reach as many people as
possible.16,17
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WHO's provision of antibiotics was crucial in the containment of the outbreak.18 Securing the
curative and prophylactic antibiotics helped contain the infection and kept the case fatality rate
from the outbreak below 10%.19
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Madagascar exceeded its endemic seasonal plague levels to a full-blown outbreak between
August and November of 2017. The country was ill-prepared to handle a medical emergency like
this due to a lack of finances and resources and relied on international aid to help stop the spread.
The WHO played a very important role in ending the outbreak, including its provision of almost
1.2 million antibiotic treatments. Securing the curative and prophylactic antibiotics helped
contain the infection. By the end of the outbreak, 2,417 had been infected and 209 had died.
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