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Rate of Decline in Bacterial Index in Leprosy;
Observations After Three Different
Chemotherapeutic Interventions

To THE EDITOR:

Continuation of chemotherapy with bac-
tericidal drugs in leprosy patients is gener-
ally practiced with a view to achieving a
fall in the bacterial index (BI) even beyond
the optimum period needed for “bacterial
kill.” Drawing samples from routine field
programs with reliable skin-smear facilities
(?), the decline in the percentage of multi-
bacillary (MB) patients remaining positive
after fixed-duration multidrug therapy
(FDT) for 24 months and 12 months, re-
spectively, has been documented (').

We now report our observations over the
years on 460 BL/LL patients who have
completed the following courses of FDT
(see table below).

Due to change in the concepts on FDT
over the years, all patients could not be re-
cruited at the same point of time. We have
considered the mean BI of the three groups
of patients available every year following
pretreatment BI (Fig. 1). It is noticed that
the pretreatment BI, which is comparable in
the three groups, has by and large declined
in a similar manner over the study period.

Figure 2 shows the percentage of patients
remaining positive at yearly intervals (de-
pending upon the number of patients avail-
able for follow up each year). There is ap-
parently a parallel decline of patients re-
maining positive among the three groups.
The inclusion of a much higher proportion
(16%) of cases with a BI of >5 in the RO
group (as opposed to 3%-7% in the
WHO/MDT groups) might account for the
slight shift of the Group III curve to the
right. A total of 355 (77%) out of 460 pa-
tients [186 (87%) in Group I, 139 (73%) in
Group II and 30 (54%) in Group III] have

been rendered skin-smear negative. No re-
lapse has been encountered in any of the
groups (the follow-up period for Group 1
being 11 years).

Six years of experience with extremely
brief treatment of 4 weeks has indicated re-
sults parallel to 12-month and 24-month in-
terventions. We can, therefore, foresee the
prospects of considerable savings in man-
power and costs in the antibacterial ap-
proach and the possibility of diversion of
such reserves to other equally important
facets of leprosy management. Long-term
results of WHO multicenter chemotherapy
trials on larger samples of patients will be
eagerly awaited to see if such prospects are
indeed realistic enough to justify a change
in global strategies of leprosy eradication.
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Group Regimen Duration No. patients
I WHO/MDT 24 mos. 214
I WHO/MDT 12 mos. 190
11 Rifampin + ofloxacin 28 days 56

(“open trials” using WHO

protocol for multicenter trials, 1991)
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FiG. 1. Mean bacterial indexes over 6 years of 460 BL/LL patients completing FDT.O = FDT for 12 months;
+ = FDT for 24 months; O = rifampin + ofloxacin for 28 days.
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Numbers on the curves indicate the
patients examined each yecar
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FiG. 2. Percentage of patients remaining positive at yearly intervals (depending upon the number of patients
available for follow-up each year). O = FDT for 12 months; + = FDT for 24 months; > = rifampin + ofloxacin
for 28 days.
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