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Success story in Thailand 
Charoon Pirayavaraporn 

Thailand's success in 
eliminating leprosy as a public 
health problem underlines the 
value of a sustained 
international relationship in its 
long history of leprosy control. 

l eprosy control in Thailand can 
be dated back to the year 1908, 
when King Chulalongkorn 

granted a large piece of land in 
Chiang Mai upon which the first 
leprosarium for patients was built. 
As in many other countries, the 
isolation of leprosy patients in 
Thailand lasted from 1908 to 1951. 
Isolation was costly and the treat
ment and care of patients difficult, 
but the patronage of His Majesty the 
King and the Chakri Dynasty light
ened the burden. Before long there 
were two leprosaria and 13 colonies 
covering almost every region of 
Thailand . 

From about 1950 , the drug dap
sone was used and improved so that 
it could be administered orally 
instead of by injection. In 1953, 
with WHO support, UNICEF and 
the Ministry of Public Health con
ducted a national randomized survey 
to estimate the number of leprosy 
sufferers in Thailand. It found there 
were about 140 000, while the esti
mated prevalence was some 50 cases 
per 10 000 population. Almost 60% 
of the patients lived in the north
eastern region. 

Again with initial financial 
support from the King , the Leprosy 
Division developed two-year train
ing courses and set up teams of 
leprosy staff to carry out the 
Specialized Control Programme. By 
1970, the programme had expanded 
to reach 40 provinces in which the 
prevalence of leprosy constituted a 

Examinations are carried out at the zona/leprosy centre. 

public health problem. Up to 1970, 
a total of 111 722 leprosy cases had 
been detected and treated and 33 653 
patients had been successfully 
treated and discharged. 

Under the country's Third Health 
Development Plan (1972-1976) , the 
emphasis was placed on a compre
hensive health plan, and the national 
leprosy control strategy was devel
oped and integrated into local public 
health services. Quality control and 
efficient programme management 
were ensured by supervision from a 
series of Zonal Leprosy Centres. 
From 1982, community participation 
was promoted and accelerated, the 
ultimate goal being health for all by 
the year 2000. Leprosy training 
workshops promoted the dissemina
tion of related information and 
techniques of self-care to peripheral 
health staff, primary health care 
workers and the affected communi
ties. 

In 1984, multidrug therapy 
(MDT) was introduced to medical 
staff at all provincial and district 
levels. It greatly improved the 
efficiency of the control programme, 
increasing the confidence of health 
staff and the compliance of patients. 
By 1989, through vigorous efforts of 

training and supervision , all leprosy 
patients were covered by MDT. At 
present there are only 3015 regis
tered cases; about 1300 new cases 
are detected each year, and the 
national prevalence rate of cases is 
0.51 per 10 000 population. 
Thailand has thus been converted 
from one of the endemic countries in 
1953 to one of the foremost coun
tries in eliminating the leprosy 
problem. 

This success can be attributed to 
continuous efforts , close cooperation 
and assistance from WHO and 
various nongovernmental organiza
tions, particularly the Rajpracha
Samasai Foundation, the Sasakawa 
Memorial Health Foundation, the 
German Leprosy Relief Association 
and the Netherlands Leprosy Relief 
Association. It is an achievement 
which clearly shows the importance 
of good international relationships 
for disease control. This is true not 
only for Thailand but for leprosy
endemic countries everywhere. • 
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