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Editorial

Tuberculosis in India - Can we ensure a test, treatment & cure for all?

With a quarter of the world's tuberculosis (TB)
patients living in India, an estimated 2.3 million new
cases and 300,000 deaths each year, the disease is a
massive public health challenge for the country'.
The theme of this year's World TB Day is "Reach
the three million: A test, treatment and cure for all"
- highlighting the fact that only about two-thirds of
the estimated 9 million new TB cases are reported
to national TB programmes and subsequently to the
World Health Organization every year. In India, while
approximately 1.5 million TB patients are notified and
treated in the Revised National TB Control Programme
(RNTCP), an estimated 1 million are "missing"^ A
majority of these patients are probably treated in the
private sector, while an unknown number are either
missed, misdiagnosed or die before a diagnosis can be
made. In order to make appropriate national plans and
policies to control TB, it is important to understand
the true burden of TB in the community, as well as its
distribution, risk factors, health seeking behaviour and
pathways ofcare that patients use. This will be possible
only when there is full compliance with TB notification
through NIKSHAY, an online portal launched by the
Government of India in May 2012-\

Tuberculosis has been known since ancient times,

and its causative agent Mycobacterium tuberculosis,
is well known for its adaptation to the human host.
Biologically, one of the challenges of controlling TB
is that the bacterium can survive in a dormant or latent
state, and re-activate to produce clinical disease, over a
span of anentirelifetime"*. Thereasons for re-activation
in a particular individual are still incompletely
understood and no biomarker has been developed

that can predict this event. Further, one of the many
survival mechanisms of the bacterium is the fact that it
resides within macrophages, utilizing many pathways
to subvert the host immune system and resist killing^
In India, the prevalence of latent TB infection (LTBI)
is 50-60 per cent in the adultpopulation and the annual
risk ofTB infection ranges fi-om 1-1.6 per cent^.

The Revised National TB Control Programme
was introduced in 1993 (as a pilot programme and
later expanded to cover the entire country by 2006)
to replace the older National TB Programme. The
new Programme included certain key elements that
were lacking earlier - standardized diagnosis based
on sputum smear microscopy, adequate supply of
high quality drugs in patient-wise boxes, directly
observed treatment to ensure adherence and a reporting
framework that allowed constant monitoring. The fifth
component ofthis so called "DOTS strategy" is political
will - strong government support that ensured adequate
financing and human resources. The Programme has
been consistently achieving the global targets for new
smear positive case detection (70%) and treatment
success (85%) for the past ten years, and prevalence
and mortality rates have been reduced in line with
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs^. However,
incidence is falling very slowly and the disease is still
ahuge public health problem, with 300,000 deaths and
USD 23.7 billion the direct and indirect costs of TB
every year^

The question arises as to why, despite a well
functioning programme and all the resources that have
been allocated, TB continues to infect and kill hundreds
of thousands of Indians each year. The answers can

This editorial ispublished on the occasion ofWorld Tuberculosis Day - March 24. 2014.
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