Cultivation, the Neglected Priority

To THE EDITOR:

In a recent editorial, Hastings (*) pre-
sented a summary of the original articles
and current literature sections of the 1980
JourNAL. The areas of progress and frus-
tration were clearly pointed out by the Ed-
itor. The reflections of a reader on these

areas of progress and frustration prompted
this correspondence.

It is instructive to express the trends in
leprosy research in terms of the numbers of
articles published in the 1980 JOURNAL,
tabulated according to disciplines and based
on Hastings™ editorial:



50, 3
Original  Current
Articles Literature
Immunology 21 22
Clinical and
pathology 16 17
Epidemiology 9 6
Bacteriology 7 2
Therapy and
pharmacology 3 13
Mycobacterium
lepraemurium 2 6
Miscellaneous 4 3
Cultivation of
M. leprae 0 R
Total number
of articles 62 70

Out of the 62 original publications cited
in the editorial, none dealt with cultivation
of Mycobacterium leprae. In the 70 articles
which appeared in the Current Literature
section and which were cited in the edito-
rial, only one dealt with cultivation, and this
brief article described three unsuccessful
cultivation trials of M. leprae. Thus, both
the Original Articles and the Current Lit-
erature sections of the JourNaL reflected
minimal activity in the field of cultivation
of M. leprae.

A similar trend is evident from the ab-
stracts of several international meetings of
leprologists, such as those in Bombay (16—
18 January 1981), Geneva (1-3 May 1981),
Washington (13-16 July 1981), Mexico City
(4-6 May 1981), and Paris (4-5 September
1981). The Paris meeting was devoted to
hard-to-grow mycobacteria and the '‘non-
cultivable’ M. leprae. In these meetings,
results were presented on mass spectrom-
etry, the ultrastructure of polar lipids, car-
bon metabolism, and serologic character-
ization of M. leprae, but cultivation of M.
leprae was not discussed. In my judgment,
the cultivation of M. leprae is the most ne-
glected field of leprosy research. In full
agreement with Hastings™ analysis, the 1980
JourNAL reflected extensive areas of pro-
gress and abundant new information. It is
tempting to speculate on the impact of suc-
cessful cultivation of M. leprae on the work
presented in the 1980 JOURNAL.

If M. leprae were to be cultivated, for
example, Kazda, et al. (*) could show with
absolute certainty whether M. leprae prop-
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agate outside humans or animals in nature.
Their revolutionary concept could easily be
verified by simple cultivation techniques,
with important implications for the epide-
miology of leprosy. Seydel, et al. (*) could
show that dapsone acts as an inhibitor of
the folate synthesizing enzyme, not only in
E. coli, but in M. leprae. Convit, et al. (V)
could use heat-killed M. leprae from in vi-
tro cultures in their vaccination proce-
dures. This would ensure that their vaccine
contained no extraneous components de-
rived from host tissues currently used to
produce M. leprae. Shepard, et al. (°) could
have avoided having to perform their **me-
ticulous and extensive studies™ on the ef-
fects of purification of M. leprae on the im-
munogenicity of the bacilli for immunizing
mice.

In short, the cultivation of M. leprae
would provide an invaluable tool for spe-
cialists in leprosy bacteriology, immunolo-
gy, pathology, pharmacology, epidemiolo-
gy, and for the clinician. Drug-sensitive and
drug-resistant cultures of M. leprae would
serve as pharmacological models for the
rapid in vitro screening of thousands of
compounds for potential antileprosy activ-
ity. Easy cultivation might well lead to ear-
ly diagnosis and the early detection of drug
sensitivity or resistance, to the great benefit
of leprosy patients and their contacts. Cul-
tures of M. leprae could provide unlimited
quantities of bacilli for antigenic analysis,
for the preparation of specific vaccines, for
lepromin skin tests, and possibly for an an-
tigen for serodiagnostic purposes. On a more
practical level, one would expect that cul-
tures of M. leprae could provide for the
production of bacteria much more econom-
ically than they now have to be produced
by the time-consuming and expensive pro-
cedures employing armadillos.

Clearly then, the cultivation of M. leprae
is a highly desirable goal and one which
would be expected to yield large benefits.
Why, then, is cultivation not given more
priority in leprosy research? The number of
“cultivators’ is diminishing year by year.
Only a few laboratories in the world are
now engaged principally in cultivation trials
of M. leprae. ls cultivation of M. leprae
really a “*mission impossible’"? Are we ac-
cepting too readily the traditional concepts
of M. leprae as “*obligate intracellular par-
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asites’” or ‘‘noncultivable mycobacteria’ or
“‘metabolically deficient’ organisms? Cer-
tainly a great many highly qualified scien-
tists have devoted years of their lives to
pursuing this elusive goal without success.
Do younger researchers feel that their ca-
reers will be threatened if they do not pro-
duce fast results? Are the controversies
which have surrounded previous claims of
cultivation of M. leprae discouraging youn-
ger investigators from taking up the task?
Responsible persons and agencies must find
a way to encourage research on the culti-
vation of M. leprae. What an exciting and
rewarding field this is, to force that elusive
microorganism to split in a test tube! Mil-
lions would benefit in a not-too-distant fu-
ture from the discovery. Are we guilty of
scientific negligence if we fail to continue
to emphasize this goal?

—Laszlo Kato, M.D.
Director of Research
The Salvation Army
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