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Variation in parasite density throughout the lifecycle 
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T
he malaria parasite is trans-

mitted to man ( ) by a female 

anopheles mosquito when 

she takes a blood meal to feed her 

young. The parasites are rapidly taken 

up into the cells of the liver where they 

become schizonts (A), multiply and 

go on to invade blood cells. Current 

medicines mostly kill malaria parasites 

at this blood-stage, as this is when the 

parasite is at its most abundant (up  

to 1012 parasites in one person; B) 

and the stage that leads to clinical 

symptoms of malaria. 

Some of the blood-stage parasites 

develop into male and female game- 

tocytes (see dotted line and C) 

which are taken up into the mos-

quito gut during her blood meal. In 

the gut these gametocytes become 

gametes and fuse. This is the sexual 

stage of the lifecycle. To eradicate 

malaria we also need medicines that 

can stop the parasite at this stage  

(C to F) thereby stopping transmission. 

This stage is also the most efficient to  

target as this is where the parasite 

density is as low as 10. 

To support the elimination and era-

dication strategy, MMV and partners 

(Imperial College London, Genomics 

Institute of the Novartis Research 

Foundation, Swiss Tropical and Public 

Health Institute, University of Basel 

and Scripps Research Institute) have 

completed the first comparative 

analysis of all currently available and 

in-development antimalarials assess- 

ing which stages they target in the 

parasite’s lifecycle.1

This research was not only able to 

tell us which in-development mole-

cules have activity where, but by 

screening antimalarials that are 

currently in use, it was also able to 

validate screening platforms for the 

future. This information will be criti- 

cal in deciding which molecules 

could become next-generation anti-

malarials and it provides us with the 

tools to discover further promising 

molecules. 
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A Liver-stage schizonts
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Where do antimalarials act in the lifecycle?
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