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Editorial 

Tuberculosis: a global 
emergency 

Tuberculosis currently kills three 
million people a year. Unless 
immediate action is taken it will 

claim more than 30 million lives 
during the coming decade. The 
disease is out of control in many parts 
of the world. 

Tuberculosis is the leading cause 
of death from a single infectious 
disease, accounting for over a quarter 
of avoidable deaths among adults. The 
great majority of cases, and more than 
95% of deaths, occur in the 
developing world. However, the 
number of cases in Europe and North 
America has risen dramatically in the 
past five years. The disease cannot be 
controlled in the industrialized 
countries unless it is sharply reduced 
as a health threat in the developing 
countries of Asia, Africa and Latin 
America. 

Infecting eight million new victims 
a year, tuberculosis also has a deadly 
link with AIDS. People infected with 
both HlV and the tuberculosis bacillus 
have a 25-fold increased risk of 
developing potentially fatal disease. 

Cost-effective tools exist for 

The WHO Tuberculosis 
Programme's current 
obiectives 

• Reducing the death rate from 
tuberculosis - currently 3 mil
lion people per year- by half 
by the year 2000. 

• Cutting transmission and infec
tion rates of the disease by 
identifying and supervising the 
treatment of infected persons 
unti I they are completely cured . 

Tuberculosis cannot be 
controlled in the industrialized 
countries unless it is sharply 
-reduced as a health threat in 
the developing countries of 
Asia, Africa and Latin America. 

preventing and treating tuberculosis. 
Tragically, at present they are 
underused. For treatment to be 
successful six to eight months of 
consistent, uninterrupted medication 
are required. New, drug-resistant 
strains of the bacteria are developing 
because no resources are available to 
ensure that patients complete their 
treatment. 

The best way to prevent the disease 
is to cure infectious cases at an early 
stage, since this also puts a stop to 
transmission. Control programmes 
should ensure that patients are cured 
completely and should include an 
education component to raise public 
awareness of this problem. The BCG 
vaccination of infants helps to avoid 
the most serious forms of childhood 
tuberculosis. 

Unless we act now, we shall soon 
face an even greater tuberculosis crisis 
than that existing today. Political will 
is needed to reactivate the national 
control programmes that have become 
weak or have even disappeared during 
the past 20 years. 

The World Health Organization is 
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using its experience, contacts, 
organizational abilities at regional 
level, and political credibility in the 
developing world to cooperate with 
governments in implementing 
effective tuberculosis treatment and 
prevention programmes. 
Consequently, WHO is working to 
mobilize the resources needed to help 
lay the foundations for effective 
national control activities in the worst
affected countries. 

Unless governments, public health 
officials and communities, including 
the private sector, plan an immediate 
and extensive response to this global 
emergency, tuberculosis will retain its 
place in history as one of the world' s 
most devastating diseases. • 
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