
Abstracts

6 www.thelancet.com  

Cholera in Haiti: informing health policies
Victoria E Koski-Karell, Rishi Rattan

Abstract
Background The worst cholera epidemic in recent history began in Haiti in October, 2010. By August 2012, more than 
7500 people had died and almost 600 000 cases were recorded. Published research and a UN investigation suggest 
that the UN military mission, MINUSTAH, was the most likely source, caused by failures in medical screening and 
waste management. The UN has not used these fi ndings to update its policy. We postulate that this was partly because 
UN offi  cials might be unable to understand the data. Helping UN offi  cials to comprehend the data could enable 
quick, evidence-based protocol reform. We investigated knowledge and interpretation of scientifi c reports by UN 
offi  cials.

Methods We searched PubMed for articles published between October 2010, and June 2012, with the terms “Haiti” 
and “cholera”. Only original research about the origins of cholera in Haiti were included. Of 103 articles found, seven 
met this inclusion criterion. We also included data from the UN report. We supplemented our PubMed search with 
discussions with the authors of the identifi ed reports. We provided scientifi c briefs to UN offi  cials who responded to 
the cholera epidemic. We met with 23 UN offi  cials, including permanent mission representatives. We asked offi  cials 
if they saw a need for translation of scientifi c fi ndings, found briefi ngs helpful in shaping policy, and could foresee 
briefi ngs infl uencing policy recommendations.

Findings 21 offi  cials expressed diffi  culty understanding the scientifi c data and said that they would appreciate help 
interpreting results. All asked questions about the published research that they felt were not answered by lay media 
reporting. None had read any original articles, although 20 had read excerpts from or all of the UN report. Every 
offi  cial reported an improved understanding of the origin of cholera in Haiti after a briefi ng. 16 offi  cials thought that 
our briefi ngs could help shape policy. All offi  cials felt that regular communication between scientists and policy 
makers was essential to inform policy changes. 21 offi  cials stated that they had not been previously approached by the 
scientifi c community to assist them with interpretation of the data to help guide policy reform. 

Interpretation A comprehensive response to and prevention of epidemics requires collaboration between researchers 
and policy makers. In the Haiti cholera epidemic, the scientifi c community and UN offi  cials were addressing a 
common crisis but working independently. Partnership between science and policy needs proactive, independent 
researchers who seek out policy makers and help them to interpret scientifi c data. Almost 2 years into the cholera 
epidemic, the UN has not updated any of its medical or waste policies. If more people can help UN offi  cials to 
understand scientifi c fi ndings, the UN might speed up updating its protocols, which could save the lives of UN staff  
and the people they serve.
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