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A Word from the Director

Greetings from the Center for Vector-Borne Disease,

As the fall semester winds down, | would like to highlight some accomplishments the
Center for Vector-Borne Disease has met. This fall semester, we provided funding for
three publications from faculty that are part of the center. We also provided partial
funding to two graduate students who traveled to conferences to present their thesis
research results. We started our first community outreach seminar, hosted by Dr. Beatriz
Tapia, which was a rousing success. We also invited a speaker to give a virtual semi-

nar presentation for the Biology Department Seminar Series. Multiple center faculty
members got involved in submitting pre-proposals for the planned Western Gulf Center
of Excellence, up for renewal from the CDC. And lastly, we welcomed two new graduate
students in the Biology Masters Certificate Program, which is a certificate offered in con-
junction with the Biology Department Master’s program.

We hope these accomplishments will continue to promote the efforts and activities of
the center in research, education, and outreach. As we continue to bring in new center members, our outreach
and work will continue to expand. We look forward to 2022, which brings new challenges and opportunities to
highlight the importance of vector-borne diseases in South Texas and beyond.

As we approach the holiday season, we like to wish all faculty, staff, and students at UTRGV a happy holiday
season.

Research

Faculty Highlight

Featuring Dr. Beatriz Tapia

Beatriz Tapia, M.D., Ed.D., M.P.H., is an Associate Professor in the Department of Pe-
diatrics and the Assistant Dean for Faculty Development at the University of Texas Rio
Grande Valley in Harlingen, Texas. Dr. Tapia trained in occupational health and environ-
mental medicine, health disparities, and health inequality at the JHSPH. Dr. Tapia was a
fellow at the C.D.C Environmental Public Health Leadership Institute in 2011.

Dr. Tapia is a highly qualified expert that has contributed to environmental medicine,
public health, and border health knowledge of the Texas-Mexico border region. As the
South Texas Environmental Education Research (STEER) program director for the Uni-
versity of Texas Rio Grande Valley in Harlingen, she led various community-based partic-
ipatory research in environmental health. She has specifically worked with the Hispanic
population utilizing the promotora model for specific community need assessment and
interventions in the United States and Mexico. She has been involved in arbovirus dis-
ease surveillance and prevention in the Rio Grande Valley in the last few years. Because
of this work, Dr. Tapia is a founding member of the UTRGV Center for Vector-Borne
Disease (CVBD), created in April 2018. Dr. Tapia currently serves as the U.S. Co-Chair for the Border 2020 US-Mexico
Environmental Education Program.

Research

The Center for Vector-Borne Disease submitted several pre-proposals for the resubmission of renewal for the
Western Gulf Center of Excellence in Vector-Borne Disease. Center members submitted a total of 12 pre-propos-
als, with seven different project Pls. There were six research proposals (including one pilot project) and six educa-
tion/outreach proposals. Total funding requests was approximately $3.8million, although we do not anticipate all
the proposals getting accepted in the final proposal submitted to the CDC. If we get awarded these grants, they
will expand the research activities, education, and outreach efforts in vector-borne disease at UTRGV.
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Education

Student Highlight

Mohini Moulick...

Mohini Moulick, who arrived in August to become an M.S. student in Biology, is working in Dr. John VandeBerg’s
laboratory on the sexual and vertical transmission of Zika virus in laboratory opossums (Monodelphis domestica).
Unlike other mammals, laboratory opossums sustain the virus long-term after becoming infected. As in humans,
the virus can be transmitted sexually and vertically, although the frequency of transmission via these routes in
laboratory opossums is not known. Mohini’s research is using ELISA, immunohistochemistry, and RT-PCR to de-
termine the frequencies of transmission, and to determine whether the virus can be transmitted to progeny via
the sperm of infected males.

Mohini’s previous research as an undergraduate student at Concordia University Irvine used analytical chemistry
methods to compare the variability of curcumin in different brands of turmeric with the variability of ibuprofen
in different brands of ibuprofen. This research was conducted to determine the extent of variability of a natural
medication by comparison with that of a manufactured medication, and to assess how the variability may affect
potency. In addition, she has conducted volunteer work at the Marine Lab of Concordia University Irvine, provid-
ing care for marine animals and teaching children about them. She also has experience working in biochemistry

laboratories with cyanobacteria and E.coli.

Student Updates

Two new students joined the Vitek lab since Spring 2021. Neetu Khanal and Taylor Moya both started as new graduate students in
Fall 2021. Neetu is from Nepal and originally was slated to start in Fall 2020, but COVID changed that. She was finally able to secure a
passport and make her way here to start this year. Taylor is a former undergraduate from the lab, who is considering pursuing a career
in research and medical entomology. She will use the master’s program to determine if the path is one she wants to pursue. Lastly,
one of Dr. Vitek’s publication from this year (Temperature influences susceptibility to insecticides in Aedes aegypti and Aedes albopictus
(Diptera: Culicidae) mosquitoes) had a former graduate student, Wendy Salinas, as the lead author.

Two students in the Vector-Biology Certificate Program were selected through a competitive application process to participate in a 2022
Summer Research program in Japan. The students Clarissa De Leon and Xochitl Estrada are from Dr. Vitek’s laboratory and plan to finish
their Master’s degree in 2022. They will be joining another eight students from the USA that will travel to Japan. Both students are ex-
cellent researchers and are currently choosing faculty in Japan with whom they wish to work. The program is part of the JSPS in Japan,
which is the equivalent of the US NSF agency.

Education Updates

New Graduate Vector Biology Degree - The Center for Vector-Borne Disease is happy to announce a new degree program in biology.
Students obtaining a thesis master’s degree in biology may join the Vector Biology degree program. This program will help provide
specialized education in vectors, vector-biology, and vector-borne diseases. Interested students should apply no later than their first se-
mester of the biology master’s degree program. For information, contact Dr. Chris Vitek at christopher.vitek@utrgv.edu with the subject
line of Graduate Vector Biology Degree.

The Field Experiences in OneHealth course went virtual this past summer. Nearly thirty students from three campuses (UTMB, UTRGV,
and TAMU) with faculty from all three campuses. The students included (MD, DVM, MS, MPH, DrPH, and combined degrees). This
four-week course covered topics ranging from zoonotic diseases to proper wearing protective gear to giving a press conference in an
outbreak. The UTRGV portion was led by Dr. Christopher Vitek, with Drs. George Yanev and John Thomas also delivering material in their
area of expertise.
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Outreach

Guest Speakers

October 14, 2021 - Dr. Joe Lewis, Department of Entomology & Department of Biochemistry Institute of Agricultural and Natural
Resources from the University of Nebraska Lincoln presented on Regulation of Plant Defense rresponses to sap-sucking aphids.
https://utrgv.zoom.us/rec/share/yzZpGEvlirlyYrRbpK-GJh-PYUQE9FUDLpASCSMvIhCXwX8DIXLdql2V28NGimJH.40bUEQs4kaiw5V07

Access Passcode: e8p4H%hX

Community Outreach

The University of Texas Rio Grande Valley (UTRGV) Center for Vector-Borne Disease held its first public seminar on September 29, 2021. Dr.
Beatriz Tapia, UTRGV associate professor in the Department of Pediatrics and Assistant Dean of Faculty Development at the UTRGV School
of Medicine, gave the inaugural presentation. The presentation title, “Arboviruses in South Texas- Vulnerable Population”. A total of 40 par-
ticipants viewed the seminar, including employees from the Hidalgo County Health Department, the Texas Department of Health Services,
the Tropical Texas Behavioral Health, and employees from vector-control agencies in local cities such as Brownsville, McAllen, and South
Padre Island as well as the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) all helped make it a success.

Copy the link below to view the recording:
https://utrgv.zoom.us/rec/share/dRgP5J9yYfOmayvKxwR5Fyx9m1XF5DgemrDgTma5h44aBO0OdY7rgwTo5EUgBgmOF.E-TK8KkRM-endxyVK,
use the passcode: 6FG1!p+P

The center plans to host another seminar for the public in the spring semester.

The Newsroom

To view the story, click on the title.

CVBD hosts community seminar on mosquitos prevention

September 29, 2021 0 with rain in the forecast for some parts of the Valley, residents are bracing themselves for an increase in pesky
mosquitos.

UTRGV Center for Vector-Borne Disease to host community seminar on prevention, safety
Friday, September 10, 2021 - Rio Grande Valley, Texas - UTRGV'’s Center for Vector-Borne Disease is taking charge of the wet months that
generate an explosion in the mosquito population in the Rio Grande Valley and the diseases they bring, using community outreach and edu-
cation.

Expert share tips to control and avoid mosquitoes

Monday, July 19, 2021 - Rain in the forecast this week could lead to more mosquitos, and while it may be hard toget rid of them, there are
some things you can do to keep them under control...

Feeling the pinch: Mosquito Season

Sunday, June 27, 2021 - Have you stepped outdoors only to be immediately greeted by a mosquito? UTRGV’s Dr. Christopher Vitek explains
why it seems there’s more of these pests around and why it’s important to avoid certain colored clothing outdoors.

Frisky Spiders: Tarantula sightings increase in the RGV

Wednesday, June 23, 2021 - Harlingen, Texas (KVEO) - What has eight legs and a need for love? Numerous tarantuls have made their appear-
ance in parts of the Rio Grande Valley.

It's read bad: City works to fight mosquito surge

Friday, June 11, 2021 - Jose Lopez repairs septic tanks and says with all the recentrainfall he’s been called several time to remove standing
floodwater.

Behind the bite: How Hldalgo County is combating mosquito infestations

Thursday, June 10, 2021 - The warmer months ofter bring rains and rising temperatures which create the perfect breeding grounds for mos
quitoes to thrive in stagnant waters, especially in a subtripical climate such as the Rio Grande Valley.
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