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Neglected tropical diseases (NTDs) affect more than 1 billion people worldwide and dispro-

portionately trap some of the world’s most vulnerable and marginalized populations into a

cycle of poverty and disease [1]. Although NTDs place a heavy burden on public health, partic-

ularly among low- and middle-income countries, progress has been made over the past few

decades. Since the London Declaration in 2012, about 31 countries have eliminated at least

one NTD [2]. Much of the progress toward the control and elimination of NTDs is due to

three factors: (1) Countries have committed to reaching more people with NTD interventions,

(2) the pharmaceutical industry has donated billions of treatments for NTDs, and (3) philan-

thropists have provided generous funding to implement NTD interventions [3].
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The impetus for many donors to join the fight against NTDs came in 1987, a time when

Merck & Co, Inc., (known as MSD outside the United States and Canada) announced that it

would donate its ivermectin (Mectizan) for as long as needed to treat onchocerciasis (oncho)

in all endemic countries. As a result of Merck’s commitment and the partnerships developed

to distribute ivermectin, mass drug administration (MDA) has emerged as the leading strategy

to control and eliminate oncho [4]. The success of MDA and these new partnerships catalyzed

additional pharmaceutical companies to donate other drugs intended to combat NTDs. As the

momentum to control and eliminate NTDs grew, pharmaceutical companies joined other

donors, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and NTD endemic countries in signing the

London Declaration on NTDs in 2012. The fifth progress report called on endemic countries

to increase their financial and political commitment to NTDs, scale-up programs to reach all

at risk, and invest domestic resources in fighting NTDs [5].

Countries are contemplating how to increase domestic investments to sustain their NTD

programs and maintain their progress. During a Coalition for Operational Research on NTDs

(COR-NTD) meeting in July 2019, NTD program managers expressed the need for technical

assistance with advocacy and domestic fundraising. In this forum, countries were able to

engage with one another to identify and share promising strategies to increase domestic sup-

port and resources to combat NTDs [6]. These discussions are timely as global goals, and

directives increasingly call for better integration of NTD programming into universal health-

care for financial sustainability over the long term. The anticipated economic impacts of the

COVID-19 pandemic, including the possibility of reduced donor funding for NTDs, could

make it even more challenging to build country capacity to sustain NTD programs.

The WHO’s NTD Roadmap for 2021 to 2030 encourages three fundamental shifts in the

approach to fighting NTDs: (1) increasing accountability through the use of impact indicators,

(2) moving to more cross-cutting NTD programs, and (3) building sustainability by ensuring

greater country ownership of NTD programs [7]. To achieve the third goal, countries will

need to have national plans related to NTDs and contribute domestic funding to tackle these

diseases.

Despite recommendations to combat NTDs by increasing country ownership and domestic

spending, implementing such recommendations will require a shift in country practices. We

have little empirical knowledge of how endemic countries are preparing for this type of shift.

As a result, the Mectizan Donation Program and the Task Force for Global Health conducted

an online survey of NTD program managers working on oncho and lymphatic filariasis (LF)

to better understand country-level practices and challenges related to increasing domestic

spending to sustain NTD interventions. Of the 44 NTD program managers who were invited,

34 (77.3%) participated in the survey between October and December of 2019.

The survey results confirm that nearly all (97.1%) of oncho and LF endemic countries rely

heavily on external funding and other resources to support their NTD elimination activities.

Despite heavy reliance on donor resources, contingency planning (if donor resources are

reduced or withdrawn) is uncommon. Only about one-half of survey respondents (54.5%)

have had internal discussions about how they would fund NTD elimination activities domesti-

cally if donor resources were reduced or withdrawn. Among those who have had these discus-

sions, only about one-third (38.9%) have a plan for generating or advocating for increased

domestic investment in NTD elimination.

NTD program managers face many challenges to serving as effective advocates. Nearly all

respondents reported needing information related to disease burden, disease distribution, and

morbidity (100%, 97.1%, and 100%, respectively). The vast majority of respondents also noted

the importance of having information about the costs to conduct or sustain NTD elimination

programs, estimates of the costs that would be incurred by the country if disease reoccurs, and
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estimates of the return-on-investment (ROI) related to NTD elimination (97.0%, 93.9%, and

90.6%, respectively). However, much of this needed information is incomplete or simply

unavailable. Financial and economic information seem to be especially lacking, as the majority

of survey respondents indicated that information about NTD program costs, reoccurrence

costs, and ROI are incomplete or unavailable (75.0%, 87.6%, and 78.2%, respectively; Fig 1).

Only about one-third of respondents (35.3%) reported that their country’s ministry of finance

plays a key role in advocating for domestic resources to sustain NTD elimination activities.

The most common challenges that NTD program managers anticipate or face when advo-

cating for NTD resources include the competing priorities of decision-makers, insufficient

budget and resources, low mortality associated with NTDs, lack of effective partnerships, and

perception that NTD elimination is already well-resourced. When asked about the types of

resources that could be used to help advocate domestically for NTD resources, several respon-

dents reported needing country-specific information about the burden of NTDs that could be

shared with decision-makers. Respondents were also asked to indicate their interest in and

willingness to use a calculator or similar type of tool that could provide information about

what a country could gain by investing in NTD elimination and what could happen without

such investment. In response, 73.5% indicated they would use such a tool, and an additional

11.8% said they would consider using it.

In light of our survey findings, growing interest in increasing country ownership and

domestic spending for NTD elimination activities, and realization that COVID-19 will pose

new challenges to NTD programs, we propose that it is time to develop and implement strate-

gies to build country capacity to sustain NTD programs and their progress. The recommenda-

tions cited in the WHO Roadmap provide the necessary impetus to prompt countries toward

financial sustainability, but recommendations are not sufficient to help prepare for this shift.

Therefore, we argue that a series of actions should be taken to build country capacity to sustain

NTD programs and progress.

First, a comprehensive approach to building advocacy capacity within countries is needed.

Additional information should be gathered from endemic countries to further assess their

needs and preferences for the types of guidance and resources that could be developed to build

their capacity to be effective advocates. NTD program managers must be included in all

Fig 1. Availability of specific types of information that could be used to advocate for NTD elimination (n = 34).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pntd.0008565.g001
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discussions and decisions to ensure that the developed approach meets their needs. The capac-

ity building efforts should also be expanded to local advocacy organizations who promote

other public health issues.

Second, a set of advocacy resources should be developed. Based on additional input from

endemic countries and other possible end-users, these resources should be designed to

enhance the knowledge, skills, and self-efficacy of NTD program managers and other health

leaders to effectively advocate for increased domestic investment in NTD programs. It will be

incumbent upon those who develop the resources to adequately train and support countries in

their use.

Third, consideration should be given to enhancing the financial literacy of NTD program

managers and other health leaders who will need to serve as advocates for domestic funding

and resources. To be effective, these individuals will need to “speak the same language” of col-

leagues and counterparts in the Ministry of Finance and other organizations in which the

focus is on economics and finance.

Fourth, assistance should be provided to NTD program managers to assist them in access-

ing and packaging needed information on disease burden, distribution, cost, and ROI. With-

out the ability to access and use this type of information, program managers will remain

challenged to effectively partner with ministries of finance to expand domestic funding for

NTD programs.

Finally, a broad and comprehensive approach to building country capacity to sustain NTD

programs and their progress will require diverse and dedicated partnerships. Within countries,

partnerships must be developed and/or strengthened between those who work in the minis-

tries of health and those who work in the ministries of finance. Within the community of

donors, NGOs, and other conveners, partners should coalesce around the need to develop and

implement strategies to build country capacity to sustain their NTD programs.

We are at a unique moment in time. Countries are motivated to increase ownership of and

domestic spending for their NTD programs. They are asking for guidance. The community of

donors, NGOs, and other stakeholders involved in supporting endemic countries must seize

upon this moment by recognizing and acting upon the need to build country capacity to sus-

tain NTD programs and the progress they have made over time.
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• André Goepogui, Ministry of Health, Conakry, Republic of Guinea

• Ayat A. Haggag, Ministry of Health and Population, Cairo, Egypt

• Makoy Yibi Logora, Ministry of Health, Juba, South Sudan

PLOS NEGLECTED TROPICAL DISEASES

PLOS Neglected Tropical Diseases | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pntd.0008565 October 8, 2020 4 / 5

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pntd.0008565


• Benjamin Marfo, Ghana Health Service, Accra, Ghana

• Aboulaye Meite, Ministry of Health and Public Hygiene, Abidjan, Cote d’Ivorie
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