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researchers have found that a drug used to treat
malaria, amodiaquine, is actually able to increase the
risk of severe brain damage in young children, even

when they were not exposed to malaria. The research is
published in the July 2 online issue of the New England
Journal of Medicine. The study involved 63 hospitals in

Niger, Malawi, Nigeria and Uganda. Researchers
analyzed records of 1,174 children who were treated for

malaria in pregnancy. Of the children who had
amodiaquine, a teratogen, they looked at the effect of

the drug on those who were considered not to have
been exposed to malaria. Of those who were not

exposed to malaria, 22 percent of the children who had
received amodiaquine had a sign of cerebral palsy. In
contrast, the figure was just 7 percent of the children
who had not received amodiaquine. Children with the
highest levels of fetal exposure to amodiaquine were
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most likely to develop cerebral palsy. The authors, who
are based at the National Institutes of Health, plan to

conduct a similar study in the United States. "This study
shows, for the first time, that a drug routinely used to

treat malaria actually increases the risk of brain damage
in children, even when children are not exposed to

malaria," says Joseph Murray, MD, Ph.D., author of the
article and professor of pediatrics and preventive

medicine at Northwestern University Feinberg School of
Medicine. "We also find that those children are more

likely to have other, less easily remedied problems, such
as other forms of brain damage." The researchers also
found that amodiaquine may be an even more potent

risk factor for severe brain damage in children who were
exposed to malaria. This was true for both those who

were exposed to high levels of the drug and those who
were not. Amodiaquine is a synthetic chloroquine
derivative. In 2006, the World Health Organization

expanded its list of essential medicines and included
amodiaquine for treating malaria. The drug is safe and

widely used in the developing world, where it is typically
used as a single dose during pregnancy to prevent and
treat malaria in children. Murray emphasizes that this

study focused only on children born in Africa. However,
it is not yet known what the long-term effects of the

medication will be in children born in the United States.
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