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Tuberculosis (TB) is a serious but treatable 

disease caused by a bacteria Mycobacterium 

tuberculosis. TB from animals is due to M. 

bovis. TB usually affects the lungs, but can also 

affect other parts of the body, such as lymph 

nodes, brain, kidneys, bowel and bones. 

What are the symptoms? 

General symptoms of TB include fever, night 

sweats, weight loss and tiredness. TB in the 

lungs may result in include coughing (up 

blood), and chest pain. Symptoms of TB in 

other parts of the body depend on what area is 

affected. Some people with TB disease have 

few symptoms. 

Who is at risk? 

Tuberculosis can infect anyone. People at 

increased risk are young children and the 

elderly and those with weakened immune 

symptoms (including those with HIV/AIDS). 

Immigrants from countries where TB is 

common are also at risk of developing the 

disease if exposed to the bacteria before 

arrival. 

Other risk factors include: 

 smoking; 

 dusty environments especially those 
exposed to silica dust, such as in the 
mining; and 

 being malnourished, or living in 

overcrowded settings. 

How is it caught or spread? 

TB spreads from person to person by 

respiratory droplets, when a person with active 

TB disease of the lungs coughs. Prolonged 

exposure is normally necessary for a person to 

be infected.  

When a person is exposed to TB bacteria they 

may develop the disease or latent TB infection 

(LTBI). Latent TB is when a person becomes 

infected but doesn’t develop disease. Less than 

10 percent of people with LTBI subsequently 

develop TB and of those who do, half will 

develop the disease within 18 months of being 

infected. A person with LTBI cannot spread TB. 

How is it diagnosed? 

The diagnosis of TB infection is by a skin test 

(Mantoux test) or a blood test. The diagnosis of 

TB disease also requires investigations of the 

part of the body affected. For example a chest 

x-ray and a sample of sputum are required to 

diagnose TB of the lungs. Tuberculosis can be 

difficult to diagnose in children. 

How is it treated? 

TB disease can be cured but requires four 

different medications to be taken regularly for 6 

to 12 months. However, it usually only takes a 

few weeks to become non-infectious and able 

to return to work or school. 

TB that is resistant to one or more first-line 

medicines is much more difficult and more 

expensive to treat, and so treatment takes 

much longer. 

Is latent TB infection (LTBI) treated? 

LTBI may be treated in some circumstances to 

prevent TB disease developing in the future. 

Those who are most likely to benefit from 

treatment are those who have recently been 

exposed to the disease, those with certain 

medical conditions or those taking particular 

medications. 

How is it prevented and controlled? 

The most important ways to stop the spread of 

TB of the lungs (the commonest form of TB) is 

to cover the mouth and nose when coughing 

and to take all TB medicines exactly as 

prescribed. 

Educating patients and providing directly 

observed therapy are also valuable in 

preventing further spread of the disease. 

A vaccination (called BCG) against TB is given 

to young children to prevent or reduce the 

severity of certain types of the disease. 

Who should be tested for TB? 

The following people should ask their doctor if 

they need to be tested: 

 People who have symptoms of TB (such as  
fever, night sweats, cough, and weight 
loss). 

 Contacts of someone with TB disease. 

 People who have immigrated from a 

country where TB disease is common. 

 People such as healthcare workers whose 

occupation exposes them to TB. 

People who are intending to visit or stay in a 

country where TB is common should ask their 

travel doctor for advice about TB screening. 

Young children who are travelling may require a 

BCG vaccination. 
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