


CONCEPT
In the four-part documentary series Infected, we and scientists from the Antwerp-based Institute of Tropical Medicine (ITM) search for 
answers to vitally important questions about healthcare and disease control. That these are both under extreme pressure worldwide is a 
phenomenon we are experiencing first-hand during this current corona crisis.

The documentary makers were present when ITM scientists were confronted with a threat they had long dreaded: a highly infectious new 
virus was spreading rapidly throughout the world.

We are now in the middle of a devastating pandemic, a global health threat ITM scientists were already warning us about years ago, a 
threat they fight day after day in their research labs and out in the field.

Their starkest warning of all is that we can expect even worse in the future.   
 
‘The world has never faced such a situation. Not only do we have an epidemic, we also have people who no longer have any faith in their 
government or in the news. If we can’t regain that trust, it will be extremely difficult for us to get out of this crisis. And even more difficult 
for us to escape the following crisis: climate change.’
Koen Peeters, anthropologist, Institute of Tropical Medicine

In each episode of this series, we follow inspiring scientists who devote themselves heart and soul to tackling a vitally important challenge: 
the improvement of international healthcare, to the benefit of us all. We accompany them to remote Congolese villages, to the Amazon 
rainforest of Brazil, to the agricultural fields of Ethiopia and to remote Vietnamese indigenous minority settlements. But these scientists are 
also hard at work along our motorways, in our front gardens, in residential care centres and, of course, in their labs in Antwerp’s stately ITM 
buildings. What they are investigating there will have epoch-making consequences, from the jungle of Congo’s Équateur Province to the 
headquarters of the World Health Organisation in Geneva. 

From malaria to corona and beyond

‘If an infected person were to arrive, would we really be ready to deal with that. I wouldn’t bet my life on it.’
Erika Vlieghe, infectious disease specialist Antwerp University Hospital (UZA), ITM alumna, one year before the current Covid-19 pandemic.

When it comes to infectious diseases, we’ve had a rude awakening. We’ve suddenly been confronted with the harsh reality: the coronavirus 
has thrown our lives into complete confusion. But at Antwerp’s Institute of Tropical Medicine they have been amassing knowledge about 
all kinds of diseases – old and new – for more than a century and their research is helping science to understand and to combat these 
threats to global health.

Over the past months, bitter experience has taught us the importance of that research. But corona isn’t the only threat. If ITM scientists 
could predict the corona pandemic so accurately, surely we are now duty bound to listen to all their warnings. Even if we would rather not 
hear them.

Together with ITM researchers, we examine how well prepared we are to face new diseases and what plagues we might expect as a result 
of accelerated globalisation, exacerbated by global warming. Perusing ITM’s history, we discover the most important lesson scientists 
have learned from combatting global disease: be ever vigilant. But how do ITM researchers recommend we tackle the greatest threat of 
them all: human behaviour?  



EPISODE I 
THE MANY-TAILED SNAKE



‘I FELT A BIT LIKE A SOLDIER BEING 

DROPPED UNARMED INTO A WAR ZONE' 

In 2014, in West Africa, there was an outbreak of Ebola, a highly infectious haemorrhagic fever, and it took 

until 2016 to overcome it. Public health organisations and health workers across the world immediately 

realised that another major pandemic was inevitable and concerns arose as to whether the world was ready 

to deal with it. 

It was a wakeup call, also to the authorities here in Belgium. Our government subsequently asked a number 

of scientists, including researchers at the ITM, to draw up a plan of action, should the worst come to worst. 

Thanks to their research and the expertise they have built up dealing with Ebola outbreaks in Congo over 

the past 40 years, ITM researchers were ideally suited to this arduous task. But when the next Ebola outbreak 

occurred, in Mbandaka in Congo in 2018, our policymakers turned out to have lost much of their earlier sense 

of urgency. The appointed researchers nevertheless continued to work diligently.

‘I felt a bit like a soldier being dropped unarmed into a war zone.’

In this episode we follow infectious disease specialist Erika Vlieghe, internist Johan van Griensven and virologist 

Kevin Ariën. They continued their research despite the waning attention. Learning a lesson from the devastating 

2014 outbreak, Johan and Kevin founded the Outbreak Research Team, which immediately responded to 

the 2018 Ebola outbreak. Erika used the limited resources she had available to her to develop small-scale 

scenarios and exercises to help us cope should an outbreak occur in Belgium.

And then the Covid-19 pandemic struck and we all experienced first-hand how unprepared we still were for 

such a crisis.

‘‘This current epidemic is like a snake that 

has one head but many tails. We know 

where the different tails are, but we haven’t 

yet found the head.’’







EPISODE II 
THE WORLD IS A VILLAGE



‘IN BELGIUM WE ARE FACING THE START 

OF AN INVASION' 

Nowadays, some diseases seem to be appearing in places they have never appeared before. That is largely 

due to our way of life: We want it all, and we want it now and with minimal effort. We travel the world as if 

it were nothing. The world has become a village. But globalisation also ensures that diseases are spreading 

across the world ever more quickly.

In this episode, the downside of globalisation and the consequences global warming are brought home to us 

by the tiger mosquito. Until recently this exotic species only lived in the tropics, but now it can also be found in 

Europe. Throughout history, mosquitoes have been the major spreader of deadly diseases, such as Zika and 

dengue. The damage mosquitoes can cause is incalculable.

Together with Adam Hendy, a recently graduated ITM entomologist, we travel to Manaus, Brazil, a bustling 

metropolis in the heart of the Amazon rainforest. We also join ITM researchers in their hunt for the tiger mosquito 

in our own backyard. Mapping the mosquito’s spread will help them to combat it. After all, the threat of this 

little creature spreading diseases here that have never plagued us before is now more real than ever.

‘‘Nowadays, global warming allows insects 

to settle in places they have never been 

found before’’





EPISODE III 
THE RED QUEEN



‘IT’S SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST. 

THEY ADAPT TO THEIR ENVIROMENT. 

In this episode we discover that the Institute of Tropical Medicine was founded at the beginning of the last 

century in response to the sleeping sickness. The ITM later became a world-renowned scientific institution 

thanks to its pioneering work on HIV. Thanks to the ITM, sleeping sickness has almost been eradicated and 

AIDS has evolved from a fatal disease into a chronic but fairly-easily treatable condition.

Over the last hundred years medical progress seems to have been boundless. Researchers and pharmaceutical 

companies have found remedies for ever more complaints and conditions. But a battle won does not mean 

that the war has been won. Because viruses are constantly adapting, a new enemy all too often arises in the 

vacuum left behind by a conquered disease. In evolutionary theory this observation is referred to as ‘the Red 

Queen hypothesis’, after a passage from Lewis Carroll’s book Through the Looking-Glass.

This realisation struck the ITM in a very confrontational way. The fact that HIV is no longer as life-threatening 

as it was fifteen years ago, has resulted in sexual relations becoming ever more casual, with all the ensuing 

consequences. Other venereal diseases have resurged and are becoming resistant to drugs that used to 

eradicate them effortlessly. Moreover, the medical world is also seeing the same dismaying evolution in other 

bacterial diseases. Germs that can barely be controlled with antibiotics are now in circulation.

One of the new challenges facing the ITM and other scientific institutions is therefore to go all out prevent 

resistance to our last effective medicines… in the hope that it is not too late.







EPISODE IV 
BABEL



‘I TRY TO UNDERSTAND WHAT IS HOLDING 

THEM BACK FROM SEEKING TREATMENT 

WHEN THEY FEEL ILL’
 
Sooner or later, science finds an acceptable answer to every global outbreak of disease. This will also be the case 

with corona. But the path to that remedy is littered with obstacles, many of which invariably turn out to have the 

same root cause: human nature.

With its long and rich expertise, the Institute of Tropical Medicine, realised early on that a medical remedy won’t work 

if it doesn’t take human behaviour into account. Human habits and customs are every bit as important a factor in 

disease prevention as developing an effective medicine or having the right epidemiological approach. We now see 

ample evidence of that in our own country. 

In this fourth episode, we travel to Vietnam with ITM medical anthropologist Koen Peeters and his team to find out 

how this country has managed to eradicate malaria almost completely. 

In the sesame farming areas around the city of Gondar in Ethiopia, ITM scientists are investigating why the easily 

treatable and hence almost forgotten disease leishmaniasis is now so rampant among seasonal workers.

Finally, back in Belgium, we investigate why we are finding it so hard to reduce the infamous coronavirus curves, 

despite the clear measures we have taken to combat the virus. Why doesn’t contact tracing work efficiently? And, 

when a vaccine is finally available, will we all want to be vaccinated?

“To really understand people, you have to work 

with them, live with them, and be willing to learn 

from them. And that’s what I do.” 
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