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Abstract

One of the pillars of the World Health Organization’s (WHO) Global
Vector Control Response 2017-2030 strategy is the engagement of
communities. Among the priority activities, defined by 2022 by the
WHO, is the development of plans for the effective engagement and
mobilisation of communities in vector control. Novel technologies for
arboviruses control are being developed, such as the Wolbachia
method, implemented by the World Mosquito Program (WMP). Here
we discuss and analyse the framework for community engagement
implemented by the WMP in Brazil, during the large-scale deployment
of the method in the municipalities of Niterdi and Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil. Our experience indicates that the community engagement
work for arboviruses control should be understood as an opportunity
for local development. It is necessary, based on an integrated analysis
of the territory, to understand that the actions for arboviruses control
could be a catalyst for the necessary socioenvironmental, cultural and
public health changes. Furthermore, it is essential to understand that
community engagement goes beyond informing or asking for
population consent, but it constitutes a possibility for dialogue and
exchange between the various stakeholders present in the territories,
to build on cooperation for mosquito-borne disease control.
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Introduction

Arboviruses, or Arthropod-borne viruses, such as dengue,
Zika and chikungunya, have quickly spread to new territories.
Diseases previously restricted to countries in tropical and
subtropical areas are already beginning to appear in temperate
zones. Unplanned urban development, land-use changes,
climate change and increased international mobility are some
possible explanations for their dissemination. The World Health
Organization (WHO) estimates that 700 thousand deaths from
these diseases occur annually, and currently, 80% of the world
population is at risk of contracting one or more arbovirus'.

To address this challenge and reduce threats, the WHO has
defined an action strategy for member countries to be imple-
mented by 2030. The Global Vector Control Response 2017-2030
calls for “improved public health entomology (and malacology)
capacity and capability, a well-defined national research agenda,
better coordination within and between sectors, community
involvement in vector control, strengthened monitoring systems
and novel interventions with proven effectiveness'”.

One of the pillars of the WHO strategy is the engagement and
mobilisation of communities, and among the priority activities
until 2022 is the development of national plans for the effective
engagement and mobilisation of communities in vector control.
The WHO recommendations are supported by the scientific lit-
erature, which indicates that the approach and engagement with
communities directly impacted by arboviruses make control
actions feasible and can positively impact on their success™ .

WHO also reminds us that communities have a key role not only
in successfully controlling arboviruses, but for their sustain-
ability, and that engagement actions must be systematised and
shared: “documentation of existing community engagement strat-
egies and their impact should be undertaken in order to share

12

relevant best practices within and between countries'”.

This paper fits into this context and presents the framework for
community engagement given by the World Mosquito Program
in Brazil (WMP Brazil), a not-for-profit initiative that works
to protect the global community from mosquito-borne dis-
eases by introducing the wMel strain of Wolbachia into Aedes
aegypti mosquitoes.

The role of community engagement for arboviruses
control

Whatever the action to control arboviruses, at some point, it
will involve the participation of the population. The traditional
mechanical method requires community participation to elimi-
nate breeding sites. In new technologies, as in the case of WMP
Brazil, participation can take place in the release of Ae. aegypti
with Wolbachia, hosting and monitoring mosquito traps or par-
ticipating in local committees to monitor the progress of this
initiative. In general, we understand that for the control of arbo-
viruses the community must be involved, either for operational
reason, collaborating in the prevention and control of these dis-
eases, or ethical reason, holding the right to be informed and
consent to the action to be taken.
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From an operational point of view, community participation is
essential for successful arbovirus control’, and the main role of
community engagement in this regard is to enable the mobili-
sation of individuals and social groups so that it is possible to
achieve the desired results. An example is a study conducted
by Séanchez ef al.'’, in Cuba. For two years, the team carried out
community actions in three areas of the municipality of Playa,
Ciudade de la Habana, with the aim of increasing the participa-
tion of the population in the fight against the dengue mosquito.
The actions progressed according to the context and local tech-
nical capacities, with different work approaches in each area. At
the end of the period, the Ae. aegypti infestation rate decreased
by 79% and there were no cases of dengue in the same areas.

This case and others described in the literature>*”!’ point out
that in order to achieve effective community engagement, it is
necessary to map and analyse the local sociopolitical and eco-
nomic context in order to develop a strategy adjusted to that
territory and to enable mobilisation. We understand that this
analysis is fundamental considering that the participation of the
citizen in the public space, although it is perceived in common
sense as something naturally given, is, as described in the litera-
ture, an educational process to be developed'”'* and is directly
impacted by the organisation of public space and local political
culture””. Therefore, it seems to us essential, when thinking
about the population’s commitment to the control of arbovi-
ruses, that the following question is answered: what do we want
from the participation of the population in the prevention or
control of these diseases? From informational actions that seek
the consent of the population, to the effective dialogue between
scientists, health managers and the community with a view to
developing cooperative actions, it is possible to undertake sev-
eral engagement actions. In this sense, we share the understand-
ing of the researchers gathered at the “Community Engagement
- Under the Microscope” workshop, that community engagement
can be organised like the layers of an onion (Figure 1).

The proposed model, inspired by Arnstein’s'® ladder of citizen
participation, is particularly interesting when we think about
large scale community engagement. Considering the local cul-
ture and political context, the greater the plurality of actions,
the more effective the engagement will be, as it will allow each
subject to be impacted and involved in a particular way. At the
same time that it is necessary to ensure open channels of com-
munication to inform and receive information from the com-
munity, it is necessary to enable community spaces for dialogue,
where scientists and members of the community will exchange
knowledge, after all, as Dunn'’ points out: “engagement is about
‘exchange’. It is not just about providing information or dis-
seminating ideas or results. Engagement challenges the notion of
communities as ‘recipients’ and has the potential for community
members to become politically and critically aware of scientific
processes” (Dunn, 2012:3).

This understanding leads us to the ethical perspective of commu-
nity engagement, especially when it comes to the development
of new technologies, as is the case with mosquitoes with Wol-
bachia from the World Mosquito Program. King et al.'® remind
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Figure 1. Welcome Trust’s “onion”’model (Wellcome Trust'’).

us that the participation of the population enables the identi-
fication and management of non-obvious risks, the extension
of respect for community stakeholders, seeing them as people
and not just as facilitating participants in the action. In addition,
the participation of the various groups and individuals that
make up the community is not uniform or guided by a single
interest. Each stakeholder takes collective action to their own
interests and motivations and influences the public space of
participation'>>. Identifying and managing these interests is also
the role of community engagement, especially when the maxi-
mum expression of this is understood, still in reference to the
model proposed by the Wellcome Trust (Figure 1), as an action
that enables dialogue between the parties. By dialogue, we
understand that it is a way to concentrate the energy of the differ-
ences present in the territory to build something new that brings
benefits for collectivity. In the dialogue, there are no sides, nor
someone who has exclusive knowledge. Assuming Massardier’s'
perspective that policymaking is to manage the collective actions
of the actors, is to hold them together, no longer by author-
ity, but by understanding the different rationality of each actor,
we can understand that the dialogue fulfils a fundamental
role in the management of a mosquito borne-disease policies.

King er al."® also indicate that from an ethical point of view, the
participation of the population builds legitimacy to scientific
action (and we understand that also to health management and
arbovirus control actions) and, when identifying and considering

>
Information

the interests and concerns of diverse groups and individu-
als, creates “the human infrastructure necessary to support the
deliberations and discussions that are necessary to discover, and
to be responsive to, this range of interests (of the community)”
(King et al., 2014, p. 4). It is the role of community engagement,
therefore, to respect and consider the different interests of the
communities involved in combating arboviruses.

The World Mosquito Program’s community
engagement experience in Brazil

The World Mosquito Program (WMP), formerly Eliminate Den-
gue, is a global initiative to combat arboviruses. Through the
introduction of the endosymbiotic bacteria Wolbachia into the
Aedes aegypti population, the objective of the WMP is to reduce
the transmission of dengue, Zika, chikungunya, yellow fever and
Mayaro fever.

Studies conducted by different groups™° indicate that Ae. aegypti
that carry Wolbachia have a reduced ability to transmit these
viruses to people, decreasing the risk of outbreaks of these
arboviruses. Once mosquitoes with Wolbachia are released
into the environment, they breed with field mosquitoes, and con-
sequently, the prevalence of Wolbachia-positive mosquitoes
increases and tends to become stable. Currently, the WMP oper-
ates in 12 countries, including Brazil, where releases of Aedes
aegypti mosquitoes with Wolbachia have occurred since 2014
in the municipalities of Rio de Janeiro (RJ) and Niter6i (RJ).
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After a pilot phase, the project has expanded its activities since
2016 and, by the end of 2019, it has reached an area of 105 km?,
which covers 1,263,878 inhabitants (Figure 2 and Figure 3).

Before the release of mosquitoes with Wolbachia, WMP car-
ried out communication and community engagement actions in
the areas where it operates. To this end, it elaborated the Public
Acceptance Model (PAM), which is currently the framework
that guides the countries that participate in this initiative. PAM
was designed to protect the rights of communities through rig-
orous processes and protective measures appropriate to the
perceived risks of the intervention. These measures are under-
pinned by the principles of respect, transparency, inclusivity
and responsiveness’’ . PAM has the following pillars: 1) the
implementation of communication and engagement cam-
paigns, whose objective is to generate knowledge and engage-
ment of the population regarding the WMP Wolbachia Method;
2) the creation of a Community Reference Group, with the
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objective to create a dialogue relationship with the community
through this consultative committee formed by representatives
from different sectors in the areas in which it operates; 3) the
implementation of an incident registration system, which has
the role of registering and answering the population’s doubts
and concerns regarding the method; and 4) conducting commu-
nity surveys, the main objective of which is to measure the level
of awareness and approval of the method by the community.
Figure 4 illustrates the PAM.

In Brazil, communication and community engagement activi-
ties were conducted by a multidisciplinary team, composed
of professionals in the areas of communication, biology, envi-
ronmental science, geography, environmental engineering and
social work. Altogether, 13 professionals worked on the imple-
mentation of the WMP Brazil Communication and Commu-
nity Engagement strategy. The actions presented in this paper
refer to the work carried out between November 2016 and
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Figure 2. World Mosquito Program (WMP) Brazil’s release area at Rio de Janeiro.
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Figure 3. World Mosquito Program (WMP) Brazil’s release area at Niter6i.
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October 2018, in the municipalities of Rio de Janeiro and Niter6i,
in the state of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.

This strategy was developed based on a Freire’s approach to
community action’™*'. The objective was not to convince the
population about the benefits of the WMP Wolbachia method
for reducing transmission of arboviruses, but, based on a
critical understanding of the territory of operation, map-
ping and articulation with the social actors involved, to inform
them about the intervention that would take place in the com-
munity, seek to foster critical discussions and dialogue on
the role of the community and the various governmental and
non-governmental actors in the control of arboviruses, the
relationship between environment and health in the dissemination
of these diseases and the role of science in health promotion.

In order to spread the information within the community, the
communication and community engagement strategy was
based on three areas of activity: public schools, basic health
units and social leaders. The choice of these sectors was due to
the networks created by them and, above all, the ability of these
actors to understand the territory. In public schools, a part-
nership was made with the Municipal Education Secretariat
of Rio de Janeiro and Niterdi, and the teachers were trained
to work with the WMP Wolbachia Method as an education
action in science. After raising awareness about the method,
the proposal was that each educator, in an autonomous way,
would develop an action for the school community according to
its reality, as proposed by Freire’®*”. The understanding of the
WMP Brazil team is that the control of arboviruses, the main
theme of the actions, could not be discussed in a vertical manner,
but rather from a problematisation of reality, since such diseases
are, as mentioned above, directly linked to human interventions
in nature.

To support the teaching actions, an e-book' focused on the pre-
vention of arboviruses was prepared by the WMP Brazil engage-
ment team. In this material, an environmental health approach
was given to the theme. At the end of each chapter, some
pedagogical activities were proposed, as a way to inspire and
motivate teachers. Videos were also produced that could be used
in the classroom or other scientific education spaces. These
materials were made available on the WMP Brazil channel on
YouTube and also, in the case of the city of Rio de Janeiro,
on a digital access platform for teachers of municipal public
schools.

In some schools in Rio de Janeiro and Niterdi, in addition to
classroom actions, a scientific experiment was organised using
the Mosquito Release Container (MRC)’. This equipment is
used for the release of Aedes aegypti mosquito eggs with Wol-
bachia that has been adapted to be used as an instrument for sci-
ence outreach. Students were invited to monitor the development
of mosquitoes, and each teacher used this process in a peda-
gogical way that was more adjusted to their reality. Some
addressed the various stages of the mosquito’s life, while
others took advantage of the counting of eggs, larvae and pupae
to work on mathematical content, among other possibilities. Over-
all, about three thousand teachers and directors of the munici-
pal public schools in Rio de Janeiro and Niterdi participated
in the training and actions of WMP Brazil in the period from
April 2017 to September 2019. In both municipalities, about
535 actions were carried out in educational spaces, mobilising
around 103,600 people. Publicity materials were also produced,

! Available at wolbitonaescola.org.

> An example is available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0HgCI1kpl3g.
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such as pamphlets, posters and children’s booklets, which were
distributed to all schools and students in the municipal public
school system in the intervention area.

For the health sector, a partnership was made with the Munici-
pal Health Secretariat, in Rio de Janeiro and Niter6i, for joint
action in the territory. Training was carried out with the teams of
the health units through techniques of using maps and reading of
territory, dramatisation and expository presentations. Disclosure
actions were also carried out within the health units, such as
the waiting room, through stands and service groups.

In partnership with the municipality, it was defined that com-
munity health agents® would be responsible for bringing infor-
mation and clarifying residents’ doubts about the Wolbachia
Method in areas where health clinics operate. It is impor-
tant to highlight that these professionals, as a rule, live in the
neighbourhoods where they work or in nearby neighbourhoods,
being, therefore, recognised leaders in the community itself. In
addition, their critical reading of the territory helped to define
other actions to be carried out, such as mapping social lead-
ers, community communication channels and identifying hosts
for traps that were used to monitor mosquitoes with Wolbachia.
Health surveillance agents were also trained, as they were
responsible for the release of mosquitoes and trap monitoring
services in areas of socioenvironmental risk and vulnerability.

Communication materials were produced specifically for these
professionals, and WhatsApp groups were created by the health
unit. In these groups, information was released about the progress
of the project in the area in which the unit operates, in addi-
tion to news and information about the Wolbachia Method.
In addition to the virtual group, periodic visits were made by
the WMP Brazil community engagement team to the units. In
total, 1205 professionals from the health departments of Rio
de Janeiro and Niter6i were trained, and 62 WhatsApp groups
were created.

The work with the social leaders took place after stakeholder
mapping. The WMP Brazil community engagement team
searched documents and websites about the territories in opera-
tion, as well as listening to health and education professionals
who were partners of WMP. At each meeting or training session
given by the team, it was asked who were the key leaders in
the community we should engage. As soon as the indications
started to repeat, it was understood that the main stakehold-
ers had been identified. This mapping of stakeholders guided
the performance of engagement and communication actions.
Once the leaders were mapped, visits were scheduled to present

* More than 1200 community health workers worked in the areas where the
Wolbachia Method was being implemented. These public health professionals
have the role of dialoguing with the population of the neighbourhoods, bringing
them closer to the medical services offered. These workers also played a role in
health education.
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and discuss the project and, when possible, a community
event was organised. Communication materials were also pro-
duced to be disseminated on the partners’ social networks or via
their WhatsApp channels. The mapping of stakeholders also
sought to identify channels of communication through which it
was possible to disseminate information on the method and
involve the community to participate in field activities or even
become a volunteer in monitoring mosquitoes.

In addition, press relations and social media actions were car-
ried out, with the publication of content aimed at reaching cer-
tain age and social groups that were not present in the field
actions that were carried out by the community engagement
team. Profiles were created on social networks such as Facebook,
Instagram and YouTube (@wmpbrasil). In addition, WhatsApp
numbers, email addresses and phone numbers were released so
that the population could contact them with questions and sug-
gestions or complaints. These contacts were disclosed in all
publicity materials and field actions.

The proposal of WMP Brazil was, once the political-social and
economic dynamics of the territory were understood, to define
actions of engagement or communication so that the differ-
ent audiences were reached. In 30 months of fieldwork (from
April 2017 to October 2019), approximately 1500 field activi-
ties were carried out, involving approximately 210 thousand
people.

Mosquito trap hosts and WMP Brazil Reference
Groups

At the same time that the actions described above were car-
ried out, with the objective of bringing information about WMP
Brazil’s activities into the territories, promoting debates about
the control of arboviruses and related environmental, sanita-
tion and health issues, the WMP Brazil team was looking for
volunteers who agreed to host a mosquito trap.

This action is fundamental for monitoring the invasion of Ae.
aegypti with Wolbachia in the territories where the WMP oper-
ates and represents active participation of the community in
the implementation of the WMP Wolbachia Method. Each vol-
unteer received a mosquito trap, which was supposed to be
connected to the electricity for 24 hours a day and, every week,
a technician from WMP Brazil collected the mosquitoes. At any
time, the host could request the removal of the equipment, if
that person no longer wanted to participate.

All volunteers signed an informed consent form, in which the
WMP Wolbachia Method, the operation of the trap, the reason
for its installation, the routine for maintaining the equipment
and collecting mosquitoes and how they would be reimbursed,
to compensate the use of their electricity were all explained.
Contact information of both the researcher responsible for
WMP Brazil, as well as community engagement team con-
tacts were also provided if the volunteer wanted to ask ques-
tions or request the removal of the equipment. The layout of the
traps in the territory followed a grid of 250 by 250 meters, which
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meant that the community engagement team needed to find
volunteers respecting this delimitation. To this end, a team
of six technicians visited homes and commercial establish-
ments to explain the Wolbachia Method and, if the citizen
accepted, to install the traps. Overall, as of December 2019, 1411
active volunteers were participating in hosting a trap, in both
municipalities (Rio de Janeiro and Niterdi).

Another kind of direct community participation in the actions
of WMP Brazil was through Community Reference Groups.
It is an advisory committee created to enable the dialogue and
monitoring of the project with local stakeholders. The composi-
tion of the group was based on the invitation of WMP Brazil to
representatives from different sectors of the communities where
the WMP operated. The invitation was made after the mapping
of stakeholders, as described above.

Participation in the CRG was voluntary and meetings were held
regularly (with meetings every 30—45 days). In these meetings
the WMP team presented the progress of the project, the pre-
liminary results of the invasion of mosquitoes with Wolbachia
and discussed the plans and actions of communication and
community engagement. Participants were free to debate, ask
questions, criticise and make suggestions. This was a time for
feedback and dialogue with community representatives. The dis-
cussions were recorded in the minutes and the groups remained
mobilised for the duration of the WMP intervention in that
particular territory.

The Rio de Janeiro CRG was composed of ten people, repre-
senting the following sectors: local health services, local pub-
lic schools, university, residents’ association, non-governmental
social action organisation, cyclists’ association, the local sub-
prefecture and Municipal Guard. In Niterdi, the CRG was also
composed of ten people who represented the local health serv-
ices, university, the local municipal administration, commer-
cial association, recreational clubs, residents’ association and
non-governmental social action organisation.

Each participant of the CRG signed an informed consent form
and was enlisted in a WhatsApp group through which more
brief and immediate communications were made, including the
definition of the dates of the meetings.

Reflections on WMP Brazil’s community engagement
experience

We highlight three points of reflection based on the experi-
ence presented, which we consider to be essential for com-
munity engagement to fulfil its role, as described above in this
article: 1) the territory is alive and needs to be constantly ana-
lysed, so that sociocultural particularities are identified and
respected in the intervention area; 2) plural engagement actions
are essential to reach different audiences, however, the basic
value of all these actions must be the disposition for dialogue;
3) building capacity of the engagement team on the role of dia-
logue for the mobilisation of communities, with respect to
their sociocultural bases, is essential when long-term and
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large-scale community engagement action is undertaken, such as
that of WMP Brazil.

All community work aimed at engaging local actors requires
a refined sociocultural reading'*'>**= with social leaders map-
ping, communication channels identification and means to
favour community dialogue'>*. We identified that, as the ter-
ritory is a live organism, the social compositions inherent to
the space are fluid and are temporarily reorganised accord-
ing to the experience; it is necessary that the engagement plan
is able to be readjusted, maintaining the same values initially
defined.

The communication and engagement strategies of WMP Brazil,
for example, could not be watertight and should allow adjust-
ments at the same time that they were implemented as actions
in the community. Listening to local actors is active and can, at
the same time as expanding some action, lead to the suppression
of another that, for some reason given in that scenario, could no
longer be carried out. This dynamism has an impact on the plan-
ning as a whole of a large-scale action such as that of WMP
Brazil. There was a schedule and budget foreseen for the execu-
tion of community engagement that did not allow for major
changes. For those who are at the forefront of community mobi-
lisation actions to combat arboviruses, it is necessary to recon-
cile the management aspects of the action without losing sight
of the reasons and values that support community engagement;
active listening, access to information and dialogue with the
community. For that, the model proposed in Figure 1 seems
to us to be relevant and effective when developing a commu-
nity engagement plan. It is necessary to enable different actions,
with different levels of involvement of local actors. This is
because, not all actors are interested in participating actively,
but it is necessary to allow these subjects access to informa-
tion and, if they want to in another moment, to make active
participation possible. At any time, you need to be available for
dialogue, especially when it comes to the implementation of
a method for controlling arboviruses resulting from scientific
research. With dialogue, people think together, which assumes that
the participant in the dialogue understands that his/her position is
not the final one. It is a way of concentrating the energy of the
differences that exist in the territory to create something new,
and that requires a deep capacity to listen. Not just listening to
the words of others, but letting yourself be influenced by them,
causing a reflection.

In this relationship of mutual construction, it is necessary to
emphasise that the dialogue will not replace the conflict, which
is expected due to the diversity of opinions, interests and posi-
tions, by consensus, but, in the best of cases, make it constructive
by focusing and clarifying the issues and critical points. Read™
argues that dialogue can make the common good possible, since
it is not natural among individuals, as each has different goals
and preferences from each other. By making individual goals
flexible, dialogue makes it possible to build a common good
among the enormous diversity that is present in social
life.
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In order to build collective and dialogical processes in WMP
Brazil’s engagement actions, it was decided to propose sev-
eral activities with varying levels of participation and the open-
ing of different listening channels. At the same time in which
a digital communication strategy was defined via social media
and the website, where citizens could be informed of all WMP
actions, interaction channels were made possible, such as
WhatsApp, telephone and emails; field actions, with an impor-
tant physical presence for the exchange with the community;
the training of professionals who worked in the territories, ena-
bling the multiplication of scientific knowledge and the creation
of reference groups, as spaces for listening and dialogue with
the community.

The WMP Brazil Community Reference Groups, which func-
tioned as local committees, were spaces for speaking and lis-
tening and had an influence on the actions, insofar as it made it
possible for the WMP team, to understand what the potential
of acting in the releasing area and what the limitations were.
In addition to making it possible to listen to the concerns inher-
ent in the process of releasing mosquitoes. The various actors
present there expressed their concerns freely, especially at the
beginning of the intervention, which was treated by the WMP
team as an opportunity to understand the local cultural dynamics
and readjust the actions and also the language, not with the aim
of manipulating the community, but rather to provide citizens
with better access to information so that they could take a
position on the implementation of the method.

For this to happen, it was necessary to pay attention to the work
of WMP Brazil professionals involved in communication and
community engagement actions. As previously stated, the team
was multidisciplinary, with several academic backgrounds
and professional experiences, not all of which were initially
aligned with this understanding of engagement as an act of lis-
tening and dialogue. Also, these people were exposed to dif-
ferent types of violence in Rio de Janeiro and Niteroi favelas
during their field work. Thus, it was necessary to promote train-
ing actions and create, internally, further space for listening and
dialogue.

To this end, rounds of conversation were held between team
members, so that they could socialise the experiences and
elaborate on the meanings arising from them. In this process,
this dynamic was facilitated to provoke reflection, connecting
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with the values of listening, exchange and dialogue with the com-
munity. This internal sessions allowed the Community Engaga-
ment team to speak and listen, giving new meanings to their
own performance and renewing the interests that kept them
active in favour of the community.

Considerations

As previously stated and explained in The Global Vector Con-
trol Response 2017-2030, of the World Health Organization,
the rapid spread of arboviruses due to unplanned urban devel-
opment, changes in land use, the impacts of climate change
and the increase international mobility, indicates that it will
not be possible to face these diseases except through coop-
erative action among the various social actors, including
communities, academia and public management.

In view of this scenario, the work of community engagement
for the control of arboviruses should not be understood only
as a community intervention in public health, but also as an
opportunity for local development. It is necessary, based on
an integrated understanding of the territory, to understand that
vector control actions or combating arboviruses can be a cata-
lyst for the necessary socioenvironmental, cultural and public
health changes.

The experience of WMP Brazil described in this document,
indicates that in order to achieve such changes, it is essential to
understand that community engagement goes beyond inform-
ing the population, but it must be a possibility of dialogue
between the various actors present in the territories, so that there
is cooperation for the common good, which, in this case, is the
control of arboviruses.

Data availability

Underliyng data

All data underlying the results are available as part of the article
and no additional source data are required.
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should be seen as a vital and core element of any planned research study.
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writing up this vital element of their work because I think this serves their aim well of encouraging
others to ensure this is also built into their planned studies.
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considered and then taken right through the project ending in making sure the community are
informed of the results and how any recommendations are being put into practice so that they
can benefit from the findings.
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scale. There are some brief allusions to some (e.g. issue of the flexibility of funding mechanisms to
be responsive to requests, challenges in adapting to stakeholders' diverse interests by providing
flexible engagement opportunities). Still, the paper would benefit from adding more details on the
specific issues of changing scale. In particular, the tension or balance between the communication
tools (social media, comms toolkits for schools, etc.) and the face-to-face engagement would
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General Observations

This paper makes a valuable contribution to the growing literature on community engagement
associated with global health and global development programs in that it provides a detailed
overview of the reasoning and processes of a large-scale engagement strategy for a major
program. The World Mosquito Program (WMP) has established a strong reputation as a leader in
arbovirus control, but also in engagement practices. As such, this description of its “Public
Acceptance Model”(PAM) is likely to be influential for other groups pursuing the deployment of
Wolbachia mosquito technologies, and other related technologies that are introduced at
population scales.

In light of this potential for the WMP's PAM model to shape engagement practices for the field, I
offer some questions and a few cautionary comments intended to encourage a critical learning
approach to the experiences with the model to date. The rich description offered in this paper
provides an ideal opportunity to highlight several key aspects of the model that reflect ongoing
challenges for community and stakeholder engagement, and avenues for improved reasoning
and practice.

General Comments

1. The paper is usefully explicit in its description of many of the PAM model's processes and
activities. But the explanations and justifications for some of the reasoning underlying the
model remain somewhat vague. For example, the authors claim “...that in order to achieve
effective community engagement, it is necessary to map and analyse the local sociopolitical
and economic context in order to develop a strategy adjusted to that territory and to enable
mobilization.” (p. 3) They go on to say (p. 3) that this will “...allow each subject to be
impacted and involved in a particular way.” But it is not clear either what the mapping and
analysis of the sociopolitical and economic context entails, or how those activities inform
the interactions with individual participants.

2. A related issue arises in the PAM model’s core principle of “responsiveness”. The paper
describes numerous engagements with various stakeholder groups, including
municipalities and schools. The descriptions emphasize the relevant activities that the
program undertook, but provide very few insights about what was learned through these
activities. As a result it never became clear precisely what the program was being
responsive to. Reading between the lines, it seems as though the program is being
responsive to the preferences of stakeholders for how they would like to be engaged. If this
is the case, it would have been helpful for that point to be made more explicitly. But if it is
the case, it raises the question, above, regarding the purpose of a broader sociopolitical and
economic analysis. The emphasis on this analysis suggests that “responsiveness” might
have something to do with broader considerations in the context, rather than individual
preferences for engagement. Some clarification on this point would be extremely helpful for
readers and for the field.

3. At several points in the paper, the authors allude to, and in some cases make explicit
references to, engagement as a participatory philosophy and as a vehicle for the education
and development of communities, citing Massardier and Friere, for example. But these
philosophies seem somewhat at odds with the PAM models explicit emphasis on
community “acceptance”, which implies a persuasive role for engagement. It would be
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5.

extremely helpful for readers to have a more explicit explanation of the meaning of
“acceptance” in the PAM model and how it is informed by, and is congruent with,
participatory development practices.

. Picking up on the point about “acceptance”, in point #3, above, one of the chronic

challenges for community engagement in the context of research programs that introduce
new technologies is clarifying the researchers’ authority for asking individuals to “accept” a
new technology, and what that “acceptance” means. In order for the WMP to conduct its
work in Brazil it required a wide range of “formal” approvals by various levels of
government. These government agencies have legislative mandates to act in the best
interests of their citizens, and in this sense they are also stakeholders for engagement. The
paper would be strengthened significantly—in my view—if the authors could provide more
clarity on the terms of these approvals and the perceived value of the WMP program for the
authorizing government agencies, and how they expect the technology to be

utilized beyond the introductory trials to facilitate the control of arbovirus disease
transmission. This would provide a richer context for the interpretation of “acceptance” and
help avoid any perception that the trials are solely of interest or value for the WMP.

The paper would be strengthened significantly by the addition of several specific examples
or illustrations for key points. See Specific Comments, below.

Specific Comments

1.

The paper refers, in several places, to the importance of dialogue. For example: “Assuming
Massardier's perspective that policymaking is to manage the collective actions of the actors,
is to hold them together, no longer by authority, but by understanding the different
rationality of each actor, we can understand that the dialogue fulfills a fundamental role in
the management of a mosquito borne-disease policies.” (p. 4) . The quote calls into question
the idea of authority—presumably of the policies that are enacted by formal authorities—in
a way that is not easy to grasp. But, perhaps more importantly, it introduces the idea that
dialogue plays a fundamental role in engagement. This would be an ideal opportunity for
the authors to provide a brief explanation of that role in light of some of the general
comments, above. What is dialogue? And what purpose does it serve in “public acceptance™

. On p. 4 the authors cite King et al. saying that “from an ethical point of view, the

participation of the population builds legitimacy to scientific action...” and subsequently “(i)t
is the role of community engagement, therefore, to respect and consider the different
interests of the communities involved in combating arboviruses.” As an author on the King
paper I think it would be helpful for readers to have a slightly more accurate account of the
point that we make about legitimacy. On p. 3 of the King et al. paper we say that
“community engagement embodies a democratic ideal in which legitimacy emerges from
deliberative processes through which disagreement is acknowledged and addressed, lines
of accountability are established between the stakeholder community and researchers, and
stakeholders are empowered to ask directly for justification regarding the trial's conduct
and management.”

. The first full paragraph on p. 6 discusses Freire’s “approach to community” action. The

relevance of this paragraph would be strengthened significantly—in my view—by the
addition of some information about the terms of the formal approvals for the trials, and
their perceived value by the relevant government authorities. (See General Comment #4,
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above)

4. P. 8, “Reflections on WMP Brazil's community engagement experience”: Three “points of
reflection” for community engagement to fullfill it's role: Point 1) “...so that sociocultural
particularities are identified and respected in the intervention area.” Can the authors
provide some examples of these “particularities” and the processes through which they
were identified and respected? And who determined that the particularities were
“respected”, and how. This would help readers understand the mechanics of the
engagement strategy more fully. Point 2) “plural engagement actions are essential to reach
different audiences, however, the basic value of all these actions must be the disposition for
dialogue”. It would be helpful to clarify, here: (a) what is meant by the “disposition for
dialogue”, and who is supposed to reflect this disposition, i.e., the program, the community,
or both? And again, any further concreteness that could be offered in terms of examples or
illustrations would be extremely helpful for readers.

5. P. 8, column 2, paragraph 2: “There was a schedule and budget foreseen for the execution
of community engagement that did not allow for major changes.” What are the implications
of this statement for the foundational claim in the PAM method that it is grounded in a
commitment to “responsiveness”. Was the budget flawed? Is the commitment to
responsiveness over-stated? Were there specific contextual factors that made certain types
of responsiveness difficult or impossible? What were the implications?

6. P. 8, column 2, final paragraph: “...dialogue will not replace the conflict, which is expected
due to the diversity of opinions, interests and positions, by consensus, but, in the best of
cases, make it constructive by focusing and clarifying the issues and critical points.” It is
unclear whether this statement alludes to the specific experiences of the WMP—in which
case some specific examples or illustrations would be extremely helpful—or whether it is a
more general point about the limitations of dialogue?

7.P.9, column 1, first full paragraph, re. “Community Reference Groups": “...which functioned
as local committees, were spaces for speaking and listening and had an influence on the
actions, insofar as it made it possible for the WMP team, to understand what the potential
of acting in the releasing area and what the limitations were.” Given the central importance
of “responsiveness” in the PAM model, it would be important here—in my view—for the
authors to provide some specific examples or illustrations of the types of insights that arose
in the context of the CRGs and the specific steps that were taken to be responsive to them,
and, ideally, the assessment, by the CGRs, of the sufficiency and value of the responses.

8. P. 9, column 1, first full paragraph: “The various actors present there [i.e., in the CRGs]
expressed their concerns freely, especially at the beginning of the intervention, which was
treated by the WMP team as an opportunity to understand the local cultural dynamics and
readjust the actions and also the language, not with the aim of manipulating the
community, but rather to provide citizens with better access to information so that they
could take a position on the implementation of the method.” This statement again offers an
excellent opportunity for clarification and specification. What were some of the concerns?
Who expressed them? Why did they express them, i.e., what interests were at stake for
them? What were the learnings and improved understandings by the WMP? And how did
these insights change or refine the WMP's practices?

Page 16 of 17



G ateS O pe n Resea rC h Gates Open Research 2020, 4:109 Last updated: 13 OCT 2020

9. P. 9, column 2, “Considerations”, paragraph 2: “...the work of community engagement for
the control of arboviruses should not be understood only as a community intervention in
public health, but also as an opportunity for local development.” This point has a great deal
of support in the community engagement literature. But there has been inadequate
attention—in my view—of how the emphasis on community engagement as a vehicle for
local development reconciles with the PAM method’s emphasis on “acceptance”, which is
the subject of considerable debate, given its association, at times, with concepts such as
“license to operate” and “engagement” practices from extractive industries. If the authors
could provide even a brief description of how their commitment to local development
informs the specific meaning of “acceptance” in the PAM model it would help readers to
better understand and appreciate the model and its successes to date.

Summary

This paper provides a valuable set of insights about one of the major challenges facing community
engagement strategies, i.e., how can and should community engagement be designed and
implementation in large-scale programs. In my comments, above, I have tried to identify several
key points where additional clarity, and examples and illustrations, would be extremely valuable
for readers and could improve the value of this paper’s contribution for the field.
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