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Tuberculosis:  Not Gone, but Sometimes Forgotten

Governor, State Health Department Raise Awareness of Old Disease Still Going Strong

Known over the centuries by names like King’s Evil, Long Disease and Consumption, the disease now known as tuberculosis has afflicted mankind since the days of Egyptian pharaohs. Though many in the United States think of tuberculosis as a thing of the past, one third of the world’s population is infected and it is a factor in nearly two million deaths worldwide each year. 
In Missouri, 107 people were reported last year with active tuberculosis disease, commonly referred to as TB. More than 3,500 others were found to have latent tuberculosis infections even though they were not yet suffering symptoms of the disease. 

 

To raise awareness of the public health risk TB still poses to Missourians, the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Service is coordinating with local public health agencies across the state to observe World TB Day on March 24.  To support this, Gov. Jay Nixon has signed a proclamation also designating March 24 as Tuberculosis Awareness Day in Missouri.  

“We want to change any lingering belief that tuberculosis is only an historical or foreign health problem, because it is here in Missouri,” said Margaret Donnelly, DHSS director.  “We want people to be aware of the risk and get tested if they have had contact with a tuberculosis patient. Missouri TB Awareness Day gives us a chance to draw attention to the fact that TB still is a very real public health threat.” 

Tuberculosis currently infects more than 1.5 billion people worldwide, and 8 million people will develop active disease this year.  While TB numbers in the U.S. have declined over the last century, several Missouri counties have reported a growing number of cases in recent years. DHSS and local public health agencies have also conducted several extended investigations on college campuses where students tested positive for active TB, presenting a risk of infection among other students. 

Tuberculosis is spread through the air from one person to another.  The bacteria are put into the air when a person with active TB disease of the lungs or throat coughs, sneezes, speaks, or sings.  People nearby may breathe in these bacteria and risk becoming infected.  Though it is unclear why, some people exposed to TB will not become infected. Others will become infected but their immune system keeps the infection inactive, or latent.  Unfortunately, some people exposed to the bacteria progress directly to active TB disease. 

Anyone who has been around someone with TB disease should go to a healthcare provider or local health department for tests.  A positive test for TB infection shows that a person has been infected with TB bacteria. It does not indicate whether the person has progressed to TB disease. Other tests, such as a chest x-ray and a sample of sputum, are needed to see whether the person has TB disease.
A person diagnosed with TB infection may need medicine to prevent getting TB disease later. Medicine also is available to treat active cases of TB. It is very important for a person with TB disease to finish the medicine, and take the drugs exactly as the doctor directs. If the person stops taking the drugs too soon, they can become sick again. If they do not take the drugs correctly, the TB bacteria that are still alive may become difficult to treat with those drugs.  

TB Fast Facts:

· More than 3,000 Missourians are infected each year with the TB bacterium, but do not immediately develop active tuberculosis disease. This is called latent TB infection. About 10 percent of those with latent TB infection will develop TB disease some time in their lifetime if not treated. At that point, patients will feel ill, show symptoms and be able to transmit the infection to others. 
· There is a disproportionate burden of TB in minorities and persons born outside the United States. 

· Each year, thousands of household members, health care employees and others who share the air with infectious tuberculosis patients are at risk of becoming infected with the tuberculosis bacterium, and the potential of progressing to active disease. 

· Tuberculosis is a preventable and treatable disease. 

· On average, it costs $10,000 in public funds to treat each case of tuberculosis and conduct contact investigations to stop the spread of tuberculosis in Missouri. 

· Should a case of active tuberculosis develop multidrug resistance, it can cost up to $250,000 to cure that one case. 

· Extensively drug-resistant tuberculosis is becoming more common and is often fatal. 

· Getting screened for TB infection and starting treatment early is the best way to prevent the infection from progressing to active disease. 

· For more information, to go www.dhss.mo.gov/Tuberculosis/.  

Symptoms of Active TB:

Persons with active TB disease can show no obvious signs of illness, but will generally have:

· Cough that lasts two to three weeks, and one or more of the following: 

· Unexplained weight loss 

· Fatigue 

· Night sweats 

If you have the above symptoms, seek medical attention!

