Leprosy and HIV Infection

To THE EDITOR:

Leprosy and HIV infection are diseases
of an endemic nature in Brazil and are a
source of great concern for public health
agencies. Brazil is second in the world, after
India, in absolute numbers of leprosy cases.
According to the Brazilian Health Ministry,
the overall prevalence is 4-4.5 cases per
1000 inhabitants and 2 per 1000 in the Ri-
beirdo Preto region. With respect to AIDS,
Brazil is among the five countries in the
world with the largest absolute number of
recorded cases. According to the World
Health Organization, the incidence of AIDS

recorded in 1990 was 22.9 per 100,000 in-
habitants. According to the Health Depart-
ment of the state of Sdo Paulo, the incidence
of AIDS in the city of Ribeirao Preto is
100.7 per 100,000 inhabitants, and among
injectable drug users the HIV prevalence is
still 46.5 per 100,000 inhabitants.

The association of HIV infection with in-
fection by mycobacteria such as Mycobac-
terium avium and M. intracellulare has been
reported (). Over the last few years, there
have been reports of HIV infection associ-
ated with M. leprae infection. In the present
report, we describe the first case of such
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association treated at University Hospital,
Faculty of Medicine Ribeirao Preto, Uni-
versity of Sao Paulo.

The patient was a 26-year-old, unmarried
male mulatto, a carpenter by profession, liv-
ing in Ribeirdo Preto city without risk fac-
tors for leprosy such as family contacts or
residence in a hyperendemic part of the re-
gion. Seven years ago he presented with skin
lesions of the erythema nodosum type, as
well as erythematous-edematous and num-
mular lesions with purple centers on the up-
per and lower limbs, together with fever,
generalized neuritis, orchitis and bilateral
inguinal adenomegaly. The diagnosis was
lepromatous leprosy with type 2 reaction
confirmed by skin biopsy, positive earlobe
and skin lesion bacilloscopy, and a negative
intradermal Mitsuda reaction. C-Reactive
protein was positive. He was treated with a
combination of rifampin (600 mg/day for 2
months) and dapsone (100 mg/day). Tha-
lidomide (200 mg/day) was prescribed for
2 weeks to control the reaction. Over the
subsequent months, the patient presented a
number of reactional episodes of erythema
nodosum leprosum (ENL) which were con-
trolled with thalidomide. After 2 years and
9 months of leprosy treatment, he was ad-
mitted to the hospital with signs and symp-
toms similar to his original ones, plus gen-
eralized lymph node enlargement and
discrete hepatomegaly. The hypothesis of a
reactional episode of ENL was first ad-
vanced and a C-reactive protein test was
positive. Thalidomide (300 mg/day) was
prescribed and his signs and symptoms re-
gressed after 10 days, although the lymph
node enlargement, hepatomegaly, and fever
persisted. After an exhaustive investigation,
no infectious disease was detected.

At that point, the patient revealed that he
had been using injectable drugs up to 2 years
before. An anti-HIV test by enzyme-linked
immunosorbent assay (ELISA) was nega-
tive. Ten months later, he returned with
ENL reactions as described above and,
again, no infectious disease was detected.
Quantitation of C-reactive protein and ear-
lobe and skin lesion bacilloscopy were neg-
ative. Within 2 days, the patient presented
behavioral disorders, meningism, uncon-
sciousness, and convulsive seizures. A spi-
nal tap was performed and cerebrospinal
fluid analysis revealed hypercellularity with
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a predominance of lymphocytes and in-
creased proteins, with no other changes. The
anti-HIV antibody test (ELISA) was posi-
tive (> 2000). At the end of the second day
after admission the patient died. An autopsy
was not performed.

Three years after the leprosy diagnosis,
his anti-HIV antibody serologic test (ELISA)
was negative although generalized lymph
node enlargement of undefined etiology per-
sisted. During treatment for his leprosy the
patient presented a few episodes of type 2
reaction (ENL) which responded to thalido-
mide. During the last admission, the
C-reactive protein test performed at the time
of his serum conversion (anti-HIV antibody
>2000) was negative. Since high levels of
C-reactive protein are commonly observed
in the type 2 reaction in leprosy (*), the gen-
eralized lymph node enlargement probably
was not related to a reactional episode but,
rather, to HIV infection. The stage of the
viral infection could not be classified be-
cause the patient died within a few days.

The association of leprosy with HIV in-
fection may not be random and perhaps may
be more common than thought since the
period of incubation of leprosy is very long
and the patient may die of HIV infection
before presenting overt clinical manifesta-
tions of leprosy. Furthermore, lepromatous
leprosy may make the patient more suscep-
tible to HIV, since leprosy also presents im-
munodepressant factors (). Thus, we be-
lieve that studies of the detection of HIV
infection should be continued in areas where
leprosy is endemic, because of both the risk
of dissemination of these mycobacteria and
for a better understanding of the course of
these patients.
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