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Health Advisory on Tuberculosis
Tuberculosis, or TB for short, is a disease caused by
a bacteria called Mycobacterium tuberculosis. TB can
occur in any part of the body but it most commonly
affects the lungs (pulmonary TB). TB which affects other
organs outside the lungs, such as lymph nodes, bone or
brain (extrapulmonary TB) is less common.

HOW PREVALENT IS TB?
Although TB rates have dropped since
the introduction of highly effective
medication in the 1960s, the disease
continues to be a global public health
problem. In 2017, there were 1,536
new cases reported among Singapore
residents. This translates to 38.7 cases
per 100,000 population, compared to
41.2 cases per 100,000 in 2016. Men
and those aged 50 years and above
continued to make up about two-third
of the new cases.

HOW DOES TB SPREAD?
TB bacteria is passed through the air when someone who
is affected with the disease coughs, or sneezes. Those
around him or her for prolonged periods of time and
those who breathe in the bacteria may be infected. As it
is an airborne infection, people cannot get infected with
TB through handshakes, sitting on toilet seats, sharing
dishes or utensils.

WILL THOSE WHO GET EXPOSED TO THE BACTERIA DEVELOP THE SAME
SYMPTOMS?
Most healthy people exposed to the TB
bacteria do not get infected, and active
TB disease develops only in about 10%
of those infected. In most individuals,
the body’s immune system will 'wall off'
the TB bacteria, preventing it from
multiplying and developing into active
disease. This is known as latent TB,
where the bacteria stay dormant for
many years or even throughout a
person’s lifetime.
In healthy adults with latent TB, 5 per cent go on to develop active TB disease within the
first two years, and another 5 per cent may develop it sometime after two years or within
their lifetime.
The progression from latent TB to active TB is more likely to occur if the immune system is
weakened due to illnesses such as HIV infection, kidney failure, diabetes, chemotherapy for
cancer treatment etc.
It is important to know that persons with Latent TB do not have symptoms and cannot
spread TB to others.

WHAT ARE SOME SYMPTOMS OF ACTIVE TB INFECTION?
Symptoms of active TB disease include:
 Unexplained prolonged cough for
three weeks or more
 Coughing up blood
 Low-grade fever or night sweats
 Fatigue
 Chest pain
 Weight loss
However, people with the active TB
disease may have different symptoms
depending on the infected parts of the
body (eg. cough in pulmonary TB or back
pain in spine TB)

Persons with active lung TB disease are infectious and can spread the disease to others
unless treatment is started.

WHEN SHOULD ONE SEE THE DOCTOR?
Persons with unexplained cough that persists
longer than three weeks or exhibit any of the
TB symptoms should see a doctor for
evaluation. The doctor will then carry out
further tests (blood tests, skin / sputum
testing, chest X-Ray etc.) to determine if you
have active TB disease.

IS THE BCG VACCINATION GOOD
ENOUGH TO PREVENT TB?
In Singapore, all children receive the
Bacillus Calmette-Guerin (BCG) vaccine as
part
of
the
National
Childhood
Immunisation Programme. However, the
vaccine only protects against very serious
forms of TB, such as TB meningitis (TB of
the brain lining). While the BCG vaccination
provides some protection against lung TB,
the protection is insufficient and lung TB can still occur. Booster doses have not been shown
to provide added benefits.

HOW IS ACTIVE TB DISEASE TREATED?
Active TB can be treated very effectively with a combination of up to four drugs. Treatment
may take up to six to nine months and the disease can usually be cured.

WHAT HAPPENS IF A PATIENT DOES NOT ADHERE TO TREATMENT?
Most people with active TB disease do not
need to be hospitalised, but are required to
go for Directly Observed Treatment (DOT)
under the national TB programme. The DOT
programme requires them to take TB
medication under the direct observation of a
nurse. It is important that persons with active
TB disease adhere to and complete their
treatment regimen even if they start to feel
better after the initial period of treatment.

Stopping treatment or skipping doses can make
TB resistant to medicines, leading to the
development of drug resistant TB. In such
situations, a stronger and different set of drugs
with more side effects must be taken for 18 to 24
months. There is also a lower chance of cure for
drug resistant TB.

HOW CAN TB BE PREVENTED?
 Persons who have been in prolonged contact with someone diagnosed with TB
should visit the doctor for evaluation.
 Prompt and completion of treatment for the infected is the most effective way to
prevent spreading of the disease in the community.
 During the first two weeks of TB treatment, patients should stay at home and adhere
to strict hygiene measures such as wearing a mask and avoiding close contact with
family members. This will prevent unnecessary spread of the disease to others living
in the same premise.
 Infected persons must cover their mouths with tissue when they cough, and the
tissue should be placed in a closed bag when it is being discarded.
 Persons with chronic illnesses or weaken immunity systems who are diagnosed with
latent TB infection should receive preventive medication to prevent the infection
from developing into active TB disease. Only one type of medication, compared to
four (for treatment), is taken without the need for DOT (for latent TB).
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