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How my house assumed the 
musty smell of the autopsy room 
Professor Shima Gyoh on the importance of habitat control 
against mosquitoes

Prof Shima Gyoh has held many posts ranging from village 
doctor to DG of Nigeria’s Federal Ministry of Health and 
Chair of the Medical and Dental Council of Nigeria. 

We all know that malaria can only be transmitted from 
one human being to another through the intermediary 
of the mosquito. If the world could eradicate the mos-
quito around human habitation, malaria would also be 
eliminated. This is feasible, as many countries that were 
previously malarious are now malaria free. Although 
insecticides played a part, environmental sanitation 
was more important. Modern science has provided new 
arsenals in development of vaccines and combating 
insecticide resistance of the insect. Genetic assault can 
compromise the fertility of the mosquito or its ability to 
support plasmodial development, but all these are tech-
nologies for which we heavily depend on developed 
countries. The least developing countries could do is to 
eradicate the mosquito around human habitations. This 
is no longer receiving the attention it deserves.

Sixty years ago, primary school children were being 
taught to eliminate mosquito breeding grounds around 
human residences. If we could not empty a pond, we 
should drown the mosquito larvae by putting some oil 
drops on the water to reduce the surface tension on 
which the larvae hang to float and breathe. Where the 
stagnant water was too expansive, biological control 
could be achieved by introducing certain fish that feed 
on the larvae. Dragonflies are wonderful allies in this 
fight: their larvae eat mosquito larvae and their adults 
eat adult mosquitoes! Some plants repel mosquitoes and 
it is possible to grow bacteria that destroy their larvae.

Potholes, plastic containers including carelessly 
discarded plastic shopping bags that collect rainwater, 
blocked drainage gutters, and broken pots and cala-
bashes around our homes can hold stagnant water and 
if left undisturbed for days provide suitable breeding 
grounds for mosquitoes. Bushes and tall grass provide 
environments in which mosquitoes live and fly to our 
houses. Elimination of these round our residences does 
wonders.

When I retired and went back to my small home-
town Gboko, the house was full of mosquitoes and the 
fine ‘insect-proof’ nets over the windows did not stop 
them coming in through tiny crevices. I sometimes 
watched them patiently going over the window nets 
until they found one. They also patiently perched on 
doorframes and came in when anyone entered or went 
out, which of course was often. We heavily depended 

on insecticide spray to sit anywhere before bedtime and 
on mosquito nets while in bed. Despite the explanation 
for their frequent fevers, the children remained careless 
and negligent of the use of the net. I confess that even 
my wife and I were not entirely blameless as we spread 
the net mainly to save us from the mosquito’s annoying 
habit of trying to enter your ear with that exasperating 
piping song. This often woke us up and compelled us to 
tuck in! 

The house always had that nasty smell of insecti-
cide. I often called in the experts to fumigate the entire 
compound, both in and outdoors. It was inconvenient 
for the entire family to move out and only return several 
hours after the poisonous mist had settled. For several 
days, the entire environment would assume the musty 
smell of an autopsy room. Unfortunately, insecticides 
act only temporarily, and the mosquitoes would return 
within the week!

I eventually paved the walkways in the compound, 
eliminated all sources of standing water and kept the 
grass on the lawns short to beautify the environment. 
The mosquitoes gradually vanished! It is getting to 10 
years, but it is still difficult to see or hear a mosquito in 
the compound despite the heavy growth of bougainvil-
lea plants I maintain as a hedge round the periphery.

The valley of River Benue has many large and small 
lakes, and during the rainy season, it acquires many 
more pools of standing water. Mosquito breeding is 
heavy. When I moved to Makurdi, right in the Benue 
valley, the load of mosquitoes was even heavier, but the 
Gboko experience was repeated, and we now have no 
mosquitoes in the house.

The insecticide-impregnated net represents a new 
war front in our fight against the mosquito. The bed-
ding in some villages would make it difficult for many 
people, especially children who sleep on mats to use 
these nets properly. It is just as well that they kill mos-
quitoes on contact, meaning that even if they were not 
properly tucked in around the beds or mats, they would 
still reduce the incidence of bites so long as they are 
somehow hung up. Hanging and maintaining them up 
in the village hut provides quite a challenge that can 
only be overcome with strong motivation. 

I am convinced that a World Health Organization-
supported campaign to eliminate the mosquito around 
all human habitations would focus the attention of 
the governments, and particularly of the most affected 
people in developing countries on environmental sani-
tation. We badly need to improve the health profiles of 
our countries.
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