How Effective Is Monthly Rifampin?
Response to the Letter to the Editor by Dr. J. G. Almeida

To THE EDITOR:

I write in response to the Letter to the
Editor by Dr. J. G. Almeida, entitled “How
effective is monthly rifampin?”’('), in which
he concludes that daily administration is
many times more effective than monthly
administration. Dr. Almeida’s argument is
flawed in that he draws conclusions with
respect to the activity of the drug against
Mycobacterium leprae in man from data ob-
tained from work in mice. That rifampin is
less active against M. leprae in the mouse
than in man has been reported previously
by Grosset (* %), among others. Dr. Almei-
da’s extrapolation of the initial rates of bac-
terial killing in mice leads him to the out-
landish conclusion that patients treated with
monthly rifampin harbor at least 10%-fold
more viable M. leprae after treatment for
14 weeks than do those treated with daily
rifampin. In fact, the available data (* ¢-°)
demonstrate that the rate at which M. leprae
are killed in man decreases abruptly, after
the number of viable organisms has been
reduced 1000-10,000-fold, at which time
the population of “persisters” is unmasked
('°). The decrease of the rate of bacterial
killing and the size of the population of M.
leprae surviving after the initial kill are in-
distinguishable in patients treated by a va-
riety of rifampin-containing regimens (*-?).

One cannot be entirely confident that
monthly rifampin is as effective as daily ri-
fampin. Were I to become ill with multi-
bacillary leprosy, I would very likely prefer
my rifampin daily rather than monthly.
However, the difference of effectiveness
cannot be great, and administering the drug
monthly both “stretches” the supply and
permits supervision of drug administration.

Moreover, there is room for serious ar-
gument with respect to the antimicrobial
activity of rifampin against M. leprae. None
of us is comfortable with the discrepancy
between man and mouse. In fact, as Grosset
has pointed out (" %), the pharmacokinetic
behavior of rifampin is more favorable in
the mouse than in man, a fact that is in-
consistent with the apparently greater effi-
cacy of the drug in man. Is the discrepancy
between mouse and man the result of cross-
ing species barriers—i.e., one demonstrates
the viability of M. leprae by inoculating
mice, whether the organisms have been re-
covered from mice or man? Or is it possible
that shipment of the specimen, often if not
always required when organisms are to be
recovered from human lesions and inocu-
lated into mice, and rarely if ever required
when organisms are to be transferred from
mouse to mouse, is injurious, particularly
to M. leprae that have been exposed to ri-
fampin? On the other hand, the available
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data appear to be “all of a piece”—i.e., in-
ternally consistent, and consistent with what
we know about other drugs. Finally, the ac-
cumulating data attesting to the efficacy of
the World Health Organization multidrug
therapy (WHO MDT) are entirely reassur-
ing.

—Louis Levy, M.D., Ph.D.
Visiting Professor
Department of Dermatology
Hadassah Medical Organization
P.O. Box 12000
il-91120 Jerusalem, Israel
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