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“All nations should become consumers and 
producers of research knowledge and research need to 
be strengthened, close to the supply of, and demand for 
health services.” 

This was one of the key messages of the 2013 
World Health Report on ‘Research for Universal Health 
Coverage’[1]. This supplement of the Journal of 
Infection in Developing Countries (JIDC) provides 
timely, actionable evidence generated by health 
workers who are on the front lines tackling Neglected 
Tropical Diseases (NTDs) in Ethiopia. The work 
responds to an unanimous desire to hasten progress 
towards NTD elimination, expressed by health workers, 
scientists and policy makers who came together in the 
city of Gondar, Ethiopia through the Structured 
Operational Research and Training Initiative (SORT 
IT) [2].  

SORT IT is a global partnership-based initiative 
coordinated by TDR, the Special Programme for 
Research and Training in Tropical Diseases hosted at 
the World Health Organisation, and implemented with 
various partners [3]. It aims to make countries “data 
rich, information rich and action rich” thereby 
improving health care delivery and outcomes [4]. Now 
reaching 93 countries with about 1000 research projects 
and 70% impact on policy and or practice, the SORT IT 
initiative has proven to be effective and output-oriented 
[5].  

Achieving the health-related Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) including the control and 
elimination of NTDs (SDG 3.3) will require robust 
programme data to guide strategies that improve access 

to care and equity, reduce attrition and curb 
mortality[6]. SORT IT can provide impetus in this 
direction, by enhancing the availability of high quality, 
timely and disaggregated data for informed decision 
making. The expected impact is strengthened health 
systems, better programme performance and improved 
public health. The operational research evidence 
generated from such “real life” settings is a form of 
public accountability and closely tied to achieving 
Universal Health Coverage [7]. 

This issue of JIDC brings together an important 
collection of SORT IT papers on themes such as 
visceral leishmaniasis, scabies, schistosomiasis, soil 
transmitted helminths, echinococcus, trachoma and 
leprosy. Importantly, this is evidence that stems from 
the supply and demand side of health services and 
shows that those on the front-lines can be producers of 
knowledge. In addition, this initiative successfully 
brought together 19 institutions from around the world, 
thereby building global engagement, partnerships and 
communities of practice, all of which highlights the 
convening power of SORT IT in galvanising the global 
agenda. A second cycle of SORT IT is planned to take 
place in Addis Ababa in March 2020, as a joint initiative 
between TDR, the Ethiopian Public Health Institute, the 
Institute of Tropical Medicine in Antwerp (Belgium) 
and various national and international partners. This 
new cycle will also focus on snake bite which has 
recently been added to the list of NTDs [8].  

Hosted in Ethiopia, which is also home for the 
Africa Center for Disease Control (African Union), we 
hope this new SORT IT initiative will propel new 
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opportunities for mobilizing the much-needed 
resources to build, sustain and expand such operational 
research initiatives to other African countries. In the 
words of Emperor Haile Selassie, “we must become 
bigger than we have been: more courageous, greater in 
spirit, larger in outlook.” 

 
 
Disclaimer 
The views presented in this article are those of the authors 
and may not necessarily reflect those of their affiliated 
institutions 
 
 
References 
1. World Health Organization (2013) The world health report 

2013: research for universal health coverage. World Health 
Organization, Geneva. 
Available:http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/85761/2/97
89240690837_eng.pdf. Accessed 13th March 2014. 

2. Addisu A, Adriaensen W, Balew A, Asfaw M, Diro E, Garba 
Djirmay A, Gebree D, Seid G, Begashaw H, Harries AD, Hirpa 
Adugna A, Ayalew Jejaw Z, Kamau EM, Kelbo T, Manzi M, 
Medebo Daniel D, Moloo A, Olliaro P, Owiti P, Reeder JC, 
Senkoro M, Takarinda K, Terry R, Timire C, Tucho S, Tweya 
H, Wendemagegn Y, Verdonck K, Vogt F, van Henten S, van 
Griensven J, Worku B, Zolfo M, Zachariah R (2019) Neglected 
tropical diseases and the sustainable development goals: an 
urgent call for action from the front line. BMJ Global Health 4: 
e001334. 

3. Ramsay A, Harries AD, Zachariah R, Bissell K, Hinderaker 
SG, Edginton M, Enarson DA, Satyanarayana S, Kumar AM, 
Hoa NB, Tweya H, Reid AJ, Van den Bergh R, Tayler-Smith 
K, Manzi M, Khogali M, Kizito W, Ali E, Delaunois P, Reeder 

JC (2014) The Structured Operational Research and Training 
Initiative for public health programmes. Public Health Action 
4: 79-84. 

4. Harries AD, Khogali M, Kumar AMV, Satyanarayana S, 
Takarinda KC, Karpati A, Olliaro P, Zachariah R (2018) 
Building the capacity of public health programmes to become 
data rich, information rich and action rich. Public Health 
Action 8: 34-36. 

5. UNICEF, UNDP, WORLD BANK, WHO, Special Programme 
for Research and Training in Tropical Disease (TDR), (2020) 
SORT IT global outputs and coverage. Available: 
https://www.who.int/tdr/capacity/strengthening/sort/sort-it-
outputs-coverage/en/ Accessed 23rd April 2020. 

6. United Nations (2015) Transforming our world: the 2030 
agenda for sustainable development. Available: 
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingo
urworld. Accessed 18 September 2018. 

7. Rujumba J, Byamugisha R (2011) Publishing operational 
research from 'real life' programme data: A better form of 
accountability. Trop Med Int Health 17: 133-134. 

8. Chippaux JP, Massougbodji A, Habib AG (2019) The WHO 
strategy for prevention and control of snakebite envenoming: a 
sub-Saharan Africa plan. J Venom Anim Toxins Incl Trop Dis 
25: e20190083. 

 
Corresponding author 
John C. Reeder 
TDR, UNICEF/UNDP/ World Bank/WHO Special Programme for 
Research and Training in Tropical Disease 
20, avenue Appia, 1211 
World Health Organization, Geneva 27, Switzerland 
Tel. + 41 797288488 
Fax : + 41 22 791 4854 
E-mail. reederj@who.int 
 
Conflict of interests: No conflict of interests is declared. 

 


	Disclaimer
	References

