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Tuberculosis not gone, but often forgotten
Governor, state health department raise awareness of disease
Although tuberculosis is often regarded as a thing of the past, one-third of the world’s population is infected with the disease, resulting in nearly 2 million deaths worldwide each year.
In Missouri, 80 cases of active TB were reported in 2009, and more than 3,300 Missourians had the latent form of the disease, which can develop into active TB later in life.

To raise awareness of the public health risk TB still poses, the state health department and local public health agencies across the state are observing World TB Day on March 24. Gov. Jay Nixon has signed a proclamation designating the day as Tuberculosis Awareness Day in Missouri.  

“We want to change any lingering beliefs that tuberculosis is only a disease of the past or a problem in other countries, because it is here in Missouri,” said Margaret Donnelly, director of the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. “TB can be prevented and treated, so we want Missourians to be aware of the risk and get tested if they have had contact with a TB patient. Missouri TB Awareness Day gives us an opportunity to draw attention to the fact that TB is still a serious public health threat.” 

While TB has been on the decline in the United States for the past century, several Missouri counties have reported an increasing number of cases in recent years. TB was responsible for 39 deaths in Missouri from 2004-2009. Those deaths occurred before treatment began or before it could be completed, state health officials said. 

TB is spread through the air from one person to another. The bacteria become airborne when a person with active TB of the lungs or throat coughs, sneezes, speaks or sings. People nearby who breathe in the bacteria are at risk of becoming infected. 

Health officials say it is unclear why some people exposed to the TB bacteria become infected and others do not. Some people will contract the disease but their immune system keeps the infection inactive, or latent. 

-more-
People with latent TB do not feel sick or display symptoms and are not contagious. However, about 5 percent to 10 percent of people with latent TB will develop the active form of the disease at some point in their lives if they do not receive treatment. Once the disease becomes active, it can be spread to others.

Treating TB is vital to stopping the spread of the disease. Health officials say those efforts must include identifying and treating people with the latent form of the disease before they become sick. It is also critical for patients with active and latent TB to be sure to take all medications as recommended by their health care provider. 
People with active TB may not have obvious signs of illness but generally will experience a cough that lasts two to three weeks and one or more of the following symptoms:
· Unexplained weight loss
· Fatigue

· Night sweats

Anyone experiencing these symptoms should seek immediate medical attention.
More information about TB can be found at www.dhss.mo.gov/Tuberculosis/.  
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