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What is leprosy? 

Leprosy, otherwise known as Hansen’s disease, 
is a slowly progressive bacterial infection that 
usually affects the skin and peripheral nerves but 
has a wide range of possible clinical effects.  

The bacteria attack the nerves, causing the 
affected areas to lose the ability to sense touch 
and pain, which can lead to injuries, like cuts and 
burns. Usually, the affected skin changes color 
and either becomes: 

• lighter or darker, often dry or flaky, with loss of 
feeling, or 

• reddish due to inflammation of the skin. 

Corneal ulcers and blindness can also occur if 
facial nerves are affected. Other signs of 
advanced leprosy may include loss of eyebrows 
and saddle-nose deformity resulting from damage 
to the nasal septum. 

If left untreated, the nerve damage can result in 
paralysis of hands and feet. 

With early diagnosis and treatment, the disease 
can be cured. People with leprosy can continue to 
work and lead an active life during and after 
treatment. 

It was once feared as a highly contagious and 
devastating disease, but now we know it doesn’t 
spread easily and treatment is very effective. 
However, if left untreated, the nerve damage can 
result in crippling of hands and feet, paralysis, 
and blindness. 

What causes leprosy? 

Leprosy is caused by the bacteria, Mycobacterium 
leprae. They multiply very slowly affecting mainly 
the skin, nerves, and mucous membranes. 

How common is it? 

There are probably about 12 million people 
affected with leprosy world-wide with 250,000 
new cases diagnosed each year. In 2015 India 
accounted for 60% of new cases, Brazil 13% and 
Indonesia 8%. 

Worldwide, 2 million persons are permanently 
disabled as a result of leprosy. However, persons 
receiving antibiotic treatment or having completed 
treatment are considered free of active infection. 

How is it spread? 

Although the mode of transmission of leprosy 
remains uncertain, most investigators think that 

M. leprae is usually spread from person to person 
in respiratory droplets. Prolonged close contact 
appears to be important.  
 
 

Who is at risk? 

Those at risk of getting leprosy are close contacts 
of patients with untreated, active, predominantly 
disease, and persons living in countries with 
highly endemic disease. Infection appears to be 
far more frequent than the development of 
disease in close contacts. Humans are 
considered to be the only significant reservoir of 
the disease although in the southern United 
States, some armadillos are naturally infected 
with the bacteria. It may be possible that they can 
spread it to some people although the risk is very 
low. 

How is it diagnosed? 

Diagnosis is based on clinical suspicion of the 
disease from the signs and symptoms and history 
of exposure. Laboratory confirmation is by 
microscopic identification of the bacteria in 
smears from skin or nasal mucosa or from 
biopsies from skin or nerves. 

What is the incubation time? 

The time from exposure to the onset of disease is 
between 9 months to 20 years with some 
variation depending on the type of leprosy. 

How is it prevented and controlled? 

Leprosy is treated with a combination of 
antibiotics. Typically, 2 or 3 antibiotics are used at 
the same time. This strategy helps prevent the 
development of antibiotic resistance by the 
bacteria, which may otherwise occur due to 
length of the treatment which is usually between 
one to two years. 

This  treatment cures leprosy.  

Isolation is not required following the 
commencement of treatment. Hospitalisation is 
only indicated for correction of complications of 
the disease and reactions to medication. 

Once treatment is commenced with multi-drug 
therapy the person becomes non-infectious within 
days. 

What about contacts? 

Investigation for the source and examination of 
close contacts to enable early detection and 
treatment is indicated. 
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