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BACKGROUND INFORMATION ABOUT LEPROSY  

 

Leprosy is a mildly infectious disease  caused by a bacterium called Mycobacterium leprae 
(a relative of the tuberculosis bacterium or 'TB' germ).  

 

Leprosy is not hereditary and it cannot be caught b y touch.  Scientists believe it is passed 
through droplets of moisture, carried on the air, from someone who has leprosy but has not yet 
started treatment.  

 

Leprosy damages the nerves  in the cooler parts of the body - especially in the skin and 
surface areas of the fingers and toes, legs, arms and face.  The first signs of leprosy are numb 
patches on the skin which look a slightly different colour from the person's normal skin tone.  If 
treated during these early stages there will be no further damage.  It can stay in the body for up 
to 20 years without showing symptoms. 

 

Leprosy is most common in places of poverty.  Dirty surroundings, overcrowding and poor 
nutrition and housing all make people more susceptible to leprosy infection. 

 

Many people are terrified of catching leprosy  and some even see it as a curse. This means 
that, for some, a diagnosis of leprosy can lead to divorce, loss of work, home and friends. Not 
only are they stigmatised but so are their relatives. Therefore people will often hide their 
symptoms rather than seeking help and medication, which eventually causes more physical 
damage and leads to disability.  

 

If leprosy is not treated  it will attack the larger nerves that supply feeling to the hands, feet, 
eyes and parts of the face. So, when a person hurts themselves, they do not feel pain, making  it 
easy to ignore injuries. Repeated injury and infection cause the bones to shorten, so the fingers, 
toes and hands and feet may get smaller. If larger nerves stop working they stop sending signals 
to the muscles and tendons so there is no movement. Leprosy can also affect sweat glands, 
which keep the skin soft.  

 

Leprosy can damage the eye nerves  so that the eyelid muscles stop working, which would 
normally make the eyes blink regularly to keep them moist and clean. If this happens the person 
will not be able to close their eyes, even if they try. Without this natural cleaning and protection a 
person can eventually become blind. Leprosy can damage the bones of the nose. In time this 
causes the nose to collapse and flatten. 

 

In the past various drugs have been used to treat l eprosy  with differing levels of success, 
but thankfully in 1982 scientists discovered a very effective cure: multidrug therapy (commonly 
known as MDT).  Research is still being carried out to try to find a suitable vaccine 

 

A 'clawed' hand or 'drop foot' can be restored with  surgery and physiotherapy . Surgery 
can also restore eyelid movement, so a person can blink. However, surgery cannot bring feeling 
back to numb areas of the body. 

 

People with feet damaged by leprosy are encouraged to examine them regularly  for 
signs of injury. They should also use footwear that will protect their feet, especially in countries 
where it is normal to go barefoot. Soaking feet in water and then rubbing the skin with oil keeps 
them supple and also helps prevent serious injury from cracked skin. 




