
6 World Health • 49th Year, No. 3, May-June 1996 

Facts about leprosy 
John Bland 

three. Called multi-drug therapy 
(MDT), this is the weapon that 
now seems certain to stop the 
disease in its tracks . 

• MDT has proved remarkably 
effective, reasonably cheap and 
highly acceptable to all patients. 
The treatment lasts 6 months for 
paucibacillary cases and 24 
months for multibacillary cases. 
At the end of those periods, the 
cure is complete . 

• Provided all the countries where 
leprosy is endemic maintain their 
case-finding and MDT treatment 

Sensitization of the population to early signs of leprosy in Cambodia. activities, and provided donors 
worldwide keep up and even 
increase the flow of resources -with only four yea<S to go, the and eyes. But the visible symp-

world is well on the way to toms may not show themselves 
attaining the World Health for 10, 15 or even 20 years. 

financial and human -to maintain 
the momentum, leprosy can be 
eliminated as a public health 

Organization's declared goal of problem by the year 2000. 
eliminating leprosy as a public health • By that time, paucibacillary cases 
problem by the year 2000. Provided (having few bacteria in their • What does this mean? WHO 
there is continued commitment from bodies) may have less than one considers leprosy is no longer a 
involved governments, international million bacteria; multibacillary public health problem when the 
bodies and nongovernmental organi- cases may have up to 7000 mil- number of cases in a given coun-
zations, the goal can be reached. This lion bacilli in just one gram of try falls below one per 10 000 
is where we stand with this age-old skin tissue. population. Globally, there has 
disease at present. already been an astonishing 

• At the start of this century, lep- decrease in the estimated number 

• A wasting and debilitating dis- rosy was universally regarded as of cases in the world, from 5 .4 
ease, leprosy has been dreaded incurable. The first breakthrough million in 1991 to about 1.3 
through the centuries . In past came in the 1940s with the devel- million in early 1996. 
ages, sufferers were forced to live opment of the drug dapsone. This 
in isolation and were shunned by cured the disease, but only if the • A total of 60 countries are techni-
their own community. But today patient regularly took the proper cally endemic for leprosy today. 
we know that leprosy is hard to dose over many years. Moreover Only 16 of these are rated as "the 
"catch"; physical contact with a M. leprae started to develop most endemic countries," and 
patient has to be frequent and resistance to dapsone, and it they account for 90% of all cases. 
long-term for the disease to be seemed as if the world's only They are: Bangladesh, Brazil, 
transmitted to someone else. We known safe anti-leprosy drug was Cambodia, Ethiopia, Guinea, 
also know that leprosy is curable . about to become useless. India, Indonesia, Madagascar, 

Mozambique, Myanmar, Nepal , 

• Leprosy is caused by a bacillus, • In 1981 a WHO Study Group Nigeria, Philippines, Sudan , 
Mycobacterium leprae, which was able to recommend treatment United Republic of Tanzania, and 
reproduces very slowly and with a "cocktail" of three drugs - Zaire . 
mainly affects the skin, nerves dapsone, rifampicin and clofaz-
and mucous membranes. If un- imine- which effectively pre- • By the end of 1995, nearly 8 
treated, there can be progressive vented the bacillus from million patients had been cured 
and permanent damage to limbs becoming resistant to any of the with MDT, which had also pre-
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A child taking multidrug therapy in Manaus, in the Amazonas area of Brazil. 

vented the development of physi- • WHO, through its Action 
cal disabilities in perhaps as many Programme for the Elimination of 
as 2 million individuals . The Leprosy, oversees the quest for 
global coverage of MDT cur- resources, monitors and evaluates 
rently stands at 88%. the activities in each endemic 

country, and generally coordi-

• A person may be completely nates the progress towards elimi-
cured but, if there has been severe nation worldwide.lt also 
damage to the limbs, that damage promotes the building up of 
cannot always be put right. So national capabilities to carry out 
there will be a long-term need for leprosy elimination programmes 
rehabilitation and treatment for and encourages research for still 
people disabled by the disease. more effective drugs as compo-
In many parts of the world, they nent parts of MDT. 
may also have a struggle to rein-
tegrate themselves into their • WHO also works in close collab-
communities. Ancient fears of oration with the member associa-
leprosy die hard . tions of the International 

Federation of Anti-Leprosy 

• In July 1994, an International Associations (ILEP) - and other 
Conference on the Elimination of NGOs which are making impor-
Leprosy was convened in Hanoi , tant contributions to work in the 
VietNam, where governments , field among leprosy patients-
international agencies and con- and with such agencies as the 
cerned NGOs reaffirmed their Nippon Foundation and the 
commitment to this goal . This World Bank. 
reaffirmation was enshrined in 
the Hanoi Declaration , which • Through the support of the 
recommended, among other Nippon Foundation of Japan, 
things, putting into effect a WHO supplies the drugs needed 
Global Plan of Action for the for MDT in blister packs in order 
closing years of the century. to treat about 800 000 patients per 

year in some 25 countries. 

• The Global Plan of Action drawn 
up by WHO and its collaborators • Can we look forward to total 
in the leprosy field envisages the eradication of leprosy? Provided 
identification and cure of about 3 countries don't relax their guard 
million cases by the year 2000. and provided health personnel 

everywhere remain alert for the 

7 

occurrence of any new case that 
might arise, there is every reason 
to suppose that- some time in the 
early decades of the 21st century 
-leprosy will go the way of 
smallpox and will disappear 
entirely from our planet. • 

Mr john Bland is currently working as a 
communications expert with the WHO Action 
Programme for the Elimination of Leprosy, 
World Health Organization, I 2 I I Geneva 
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The leprosy burden in 1996 

• 1.26 million estimated cases 

• 60 endemic countries 

• 926 000 new patients 
registered for treatment 

• about half a million new 
cases detected per year 

• 1 to 2 million individuals 
disabled because of leprosy 

• current estimated prevalence 
rate 1 .7 cases per 1 0 000 
population 

Progress with MDT 

• 8 million patients cured 

• 840 000 patients currently 
on MDT 

If health personnel remain alert to cases of 
leprosy, the active disease will soon disappear 


