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Some Possible Interactions of M. leprae and
HIV in the Peripheral Nerves

To THE EDITOR:
Infection with the human immunodefi-

ciency virus (HIV) has affected millions of
people in the African continent (5) where
leprosy is also endemic. The association of
the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome
(AIDS) with leprosy has seldom been re-
ported (3), probably because of the pro-
longed incubation period of leprosy. A pa-
tient with AIDS who gets infected with
Mycobacterium leprae succumbs to other
(opportunistic or nonopportunistic) infec-
tions before he develops clinical leprosy. The
possible interactions between the two in-
fections have also been discussed (6). The
possible results of the defective cell-medi-
ated immunity due to HIV infection include
conversion of subclinical leprosy cases into
tuberculoid cases, downgrading of pauci-
bacillary cases to multibacillary cases, and
an increased incidence of type 2 lepra re-
actions (6).

However, interactions of two infectious
agents at the level of peripheral nerves is a
distinct possibility with which those in-
volved in the care of leprosy patients must
be prepared to deal. This is so because the
HIV is not only lymphotrophic but also
neurotrophic ( 2). In addition to the subacute
encephalitis, peripheral neuropathy has also
been recognized as a neurologic manifes-
tation of HIV infection. The peripheral nerve
syndromes found in patients with HIV in-
fection include chronic inflammatory poly-
neuropathy and distal symmetric sensori-

motor neuropathy (4). The etiologic role of
the HIV in these nerve affections has been
demonstrated by culture of the virus from
the sural nerve of a patient with peripheral
neuropathy ( 2) and, more recently, by the
demonstration of HIV replication in infil-
trating mononuclear cells in the peripheral
nerves by in situ hybridization ( 1 ). Nerve
biopsies in these patients revealed vasculitis
and inflammatory infiltrates in the epineu-
rium and endoneurium. What is more in-
teresting is that this neurologic involvement
could occur before or in the absence of im-
munodeficiency ( 2).

The implications of these findings are
grave for patients with leprosy who may get
infected with HIV. In addition to the im-
munodeficiency, they could suffer from ad-
ditional nerve damage as a result of either
a downgrading reaction or necrotizing vas-
culitis of the nerves due to the HIV infec-
tion. The deterioration of nerve function
may occur while the patient is on antilep-
rosy treatment, and it will have to be dif-
ferentiated from a type 1 reaction. The man-
agement of peripheral neuropathy caused
by HIV infection is far from clear. The HIV
infection can also lead to Bell's palsy ( 4 )
which will have to be differentiated from
leprous facial palsy. The investigations sug-
gested for the evaluation of a patient with
HIV-induced peripheral neuropathy in-
clude the examination of the cerebrospinal
fluid, electromyography, nerve conduction
velocity, and nerve biopsy ( 4). None of these
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may be available in the field and, when
available, may not differentiate the nerve
dysfunction due to a lepra reaction from
that caused by the HIV in a patient infected
with both M. leprae and HIV. The only di-
rect confirmation of the fact that the HIV
is responsible for the neuropathy will be by
the demonstration or culture of the virus.

Another problem in these patients will be
the treatment of lepra reactions. Systemic
corticosteroids which are often needed for
the control of reactions may have an ad-
verse effect on the course of HIV infection
by causing immunodeficiency.

The possible interaction of M. leprae and
HIV in the peripheral nerves is a distinct
possibility which will require careful study
and follow up of the patients who may get
infected with both of these agents.

—Anil H. Patki. M.D., D.N.B.
Indira Medico Clinic
Banali Apartments
8/4 Karve Road
Pune 411004, India

REFERENCES
1. GHERARDI, R., LEBARGY, F., GAULARD, P., MIHRI,

C., BERNAUDIN, J. F. and GRAY, F. Necrotizing
vasculitis and HIV replication in peripheral nerves.
(Letter) N. Engl. J. Med. 321 (1989) 685-686.

2. Ho, D. D., ROTA, T. R., SCHOOLEY, R. T., KAPLAN,
J. C., ALLAN, J. D., GROOPMAN, J. E., RESNICK, L.,
FELSENSTEIN, D., ANDREWS, C. A. and HIRSCH, M.
S. Isolation of HTLV-III from cerebrospinal fluid
and neural tissues of patients with neurologic syn-
dromes related to the acquired immunodeficiency
syndrome. N. Engl. J. Med. 313 (1985) 1493-1497.

3. LAMFERS, E. J. P., BASTIAANS, A. H., MRAVUNAC,
M. and RAMPEN, F. H. J. Leprosy in the acquired
immunodeficiency syndrome. Ann. Intern. Med. 107
(1987) 111-112.

4. LEVY, R. M., BREDESEN, D. E. and ROSENBLUM, M.
L. Neurological manifestations of the acquired im-
munodeficiency syndrome (AIDS): experience at
UCSF and review of literature. J. Neurosurg. 62
(1985) 475-495 (159 ref.).

5. QUINN, T. C., MANN, J. M., CURRAN, J. W. and
PIOT, P. AIDS in Africa: an epidemiologic para-
digm. Science 234 (1986) 955-963.

6. TURK, J. L. and REES, R. J. W. AIDS and leprosy.
Lepr. Rev. 59 (1988) 193-194.

Quantitative Relationship Between Anti-PGL-I-specific
Antibody Levels and the Lepromin Reaction

To THE EDITOR:
The discovery the that phenolic glycolip-

id (PGL- I) from Mycobacterium leprae (3 )

was a species-specific antigen (4 ' 9 ) was one
of the most important discoveries made in
the last decade in the field of mycobacterial
diseases, and it stimulated the already suc-
cessful search for species-specific glycolipid
antigens in other important human patho-
gens, notably M. tuberculosis ( 1 • 2 ' 5). Al-
though many studies were devoted to the
PGL-I antigen (reviewed in 2) and reason-
able correlation was established between
anti-PGL-I antibody titers and bacterial
loads (bacterial index, BI 7), to our knowl-
edge an investigation to verify if there were
quantitative relationships between anti-
body titers and the intensity of lepromin
reactions has escaped the attention of pre-
vious workers.

For the purpose of this study, sera were
collected from 53 first-time leprosy pa-

tients. After the blood was collected, 0.1 ml
of lepromin-H was injected intradermally
and the lepromin reaction was measured as
millimeters of induration 21 days later. The
patients were subsequently classified ac-
cording to the Ridley-Jopling scheme (6).
The sera were tested using ELISA, and IgG
and IgM levels were scored as the absor-
bance obtained using a 1/250 dilution; the
ELISA method was as described before (').
The lepromin test, ELISA, and the classi-
fication of the patients according to the Rid-
ley-Jopling scheme were done blind by in-
dependent workers.

The quantitative relationships between
the anti-PGL-I antibody levels and the lep-
romin reaction are shown in The Figure.
The data neatly divided the patient popu-
lation into three major groups: a) patients
with a negative lepromin test (0-2 mm in-
duration but antibody levels above 500); b)
patients with a positive lepromin test (more
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