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Short biography
Dr. Marcelo E. Cruz is a highly regarded health science investigator in Ecuador. 

He organized the first epidemiologic studies of neurological disorders in Ecuador.  His discovery of the frequency of epilepsy caused by neurocysticercosis, due to the invasion to the brain of the larval form of the pork tapeworm (T. solium taeniasis/cysticercosis) led to his organizing and funding mass de-worming programs, the first of which was carried out in 1990.  The results have been amazingly successful.  In the 1980’s, the prevalence of porcine cysticercosis in the slaughterhouses was around 20 %, and now the figure is 1 %.  Previously, neurologists in Quito evaluated 1-3 cases of cysticercosis each week; now the same number of neurologists see only 2-3 cases per year.

As a result of his research, the menace of parasitic diseases in general decreased significantly, and small scale pig raising in unsanitary conditions has been greatly reduced.

BIOGRAPHY

After graduating from Central University School of Medicine in Quito, Dr. Cruz trained in clinical neurology at Boston University in the US, and obtained Neurology Board certification in the US.  After returning to Quito, he assumed a faculty position at the School of Veterinary Sciences, Central University of Ecuador, Quito. He also trained in epidemiology at the University of Minnesota.  He has also pursued his research as a Fellow at Institute for Epidemiology and Tropical Neurology, University of Limoges School of Medicine, Limoges, France.

Dr. Cruz has served on the Advisory Panel in Neurosciences, World Health  Organization; as President of the Ecuadorean Society of Public Health; the Committee on Nervous System Disorders in Developing Countries of the National Academy of Sciences/Institute of Medicine, Washington, D.C,; as President of the Global Network for Research in Mental and Neurological Health, an NGO based in the US; as Executive Director, PanAndean Corporation for Research and Development (COPID), Quito, and as President of the Ecuadorean Academy of Neurosciences.

He served as Ecuador’s Minister of Health in 1996-1997, as a national candidate for the Vie-Presidency of Ecuador in 2002, and as Secretary of the Committee on Health and Environment, National Congress of Ecuador, in 2007.  Dr. Cruz has creatively employed his national political activities to translate and secure the gains that he has achieved through his research.

PIVOTAL PUBLICATIONS

Dr. Cruz’s research has been published in Spanish, English, French and Portuguese, with 74 articles and abstracts, 34 chapters in books and 11 books in total.
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Although epilepsy was known to be frequent throughout Ecuador, and many instances of neurocysticercosis were known to include epilepsy as a clinical manifestation, neither had been quantified prior to the research carried out by Marcelo Cruz.  When it became apparent that epilepsy was particularly frequent where T. solium taeniasis/cysticercosis infestation was most prevalent, he developed the first protocols for mass de-worming, starting with primary schools.  At the time that he began his investigations, the World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that this infection contaminated 50 million people each year and produced 50 thousand deaths worldwide. Until the 1990’s, it was a major public health problem in Ecuador, as it was (and in many instances still is) in other countries such as Peru, Bolivia, Mexico and most Central American countries, as well as many Sub-Saharan African countries, India and South East Asia.

As the direct result of his work in providing the rationale, and then implementing massed-worming for virtually the entire population, neurocysticercosis has been reduced to a very small fraction of its prevalence before 1990. Periodic de-worming for school children was adopted as an official policy of the Ministry of Public Health. A continuous health education campaign was made possible by the development of mass media and to improved primary health care facilities which were able to distribute safer and more effective de-worming medications. The 1990 campaign had other very important impacts: people were sensitized to demand safe pork meat, and the Ecuadorean industry responded by establishing meat processing industries and safer nourishments for pig raising practices. The net result is that in the twenty-first century Ecuadorean people are eating healthier foods. The menace of parasitic diseases in general decreased significantly, and organic cultivation produced safer vegetables for human consumption.  As industrialized pig raising practices grew, small scale pig raising in unsanitary conditions has been greatly reduced.  Ecuador’s recognition of the importance of his work led to He was appointed Minister of Health of Ecuador in 1996.

It is seldom that clinical research has such a significant public health impact in a such a short period of time, improving the life of hundreds of thousands of individuals in Ecuador.

Dr. Cruz obtained help and guidance from many sources along the way, e.g. the Division of Parasitic Diseases at WHO, and support from the Rotary Club International as well as from the Government of Ecuador.  However, it has been Dr. Cruz’ ideas, research, innovations, and organizational skills that have brought this important program to fruition.

He is currently Academic Director of the Master’s Degree Program in Mental and Neurological Health at the Community Level, at the Eloy Alfaro University in Manta, Ecuador.

