
Leprosy: An Old Disease with Modern Challenges

Gwen Robbins*

Department of Microbiology, University of Louisville, Louisville, USA

DESCRIPTION
Leprosy, also known as Hansen's disease, is a chronic infectious
disease that affects the skin, nerves, and mucous membranes.
Leprosy is caused by the bacterium  leprae, which
was first identified by the Norwegian physician Gerhard
Armauer Hansen in 1873. Despite being one of the oldest
recorded diseases in human history, leprosy remains a significant
public health issue in many parts of the world today.

Symptoms of leprosy can vary widely depending on the type of
leprosy and the stage of the disease. There are two main types of
leprosy: Tuberculoid and lepromatous. Tuberculoid leprosy is
characterized by skin lesions that are dry, pale, and numb. In
contrast, lepromatous leprosy is characterized by more extensive
skin lesions that are reddish-brown and raised [1, 2]. In both
types of leprosy, nerve damage can occur, leading to loss of
sensation and muscle weakness.

Leprosy is transmitted through respiratory droplets when an
infected person coughs or sneezes. It is not highly contagious,
and the majority of people who come into contact with the
bacteria do not develop the disease [3]. Leprosy is most common
in tropical and subtropical regions, particularly in countries such
as Brazil, India, and Indonesia.

Diagnosis of leprosy is based on clinical symptoms and
laboratory testing. A skin biopsy can be taken to confirm the
presence of the bacteria, and nerve function tests can be
performed to assess the extent of nerve damage [4].

Treatment for leprosy typically involves a combination of
antibiotics. The most commonly used antibiotics are dapsone,
rifampicin, and clofazimine. Treatment can last for several
months to a year, depending on the severity of the disease [5].

Despite effective treatment options, stigma and discrimination
towards those with leprosy persist in many parts of the world.
This stigma has historical roots, as leprosy has been associated
with moral and religious impurity in many cultures [6]. As a
result, people with leprosy have often been isolated from society
and treated as outcasts.

In recent years, efforts have been made to combat the stigma of
leprosy. The World Health Organization (WHO) has launched a
global campaign called "Zero Leprosy" with the goal of
eliminating the disease as a public health problem by 2035. The
campaign aims to increase awareness of the disease and reduce
stigma towards those with leprosy [7].

The social and economic impact of leprosy can be significant,
particularly in low-income countries. People with leprosy may
experience disability and reduced productivity, leading to loss of
income and decreased quality of life [8]. In addition, the cost of
treating leprosy can be a burden on health systems and families.

Prevention of leprosy involves early detection and treatment of
cases, as well as contact tracing and monitoring of close contacts.
Vaccines for leprosy are currently under development, and
clinical trials have shown promising results [9]. The Bacillus
Calmette-Guerin (BCG) vaccine, which is currently used to
prevent tuberculosis, has also been shown to have a protective
effect against leprosy.

In conclusion, leprosy is a chronic infectious disease that
remains a public health issue in many parts of the world. Despite
effective treatment options, stigma and discrimination towards
those with leprosy persist, and the social and economic impact
of the disease can be significant [10]. Efforts to combat the
stigma of leprosy and increase awareness of the disease are
important steps towards achieving the goal of eliminating leprosy
as a public health problem.
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