	SafetyGram

USDA – US Forest Service
Coronado National Forest
Volume I, Issue 01                              Tucson, Arizona                                              February, 2004


Understanding  Tuberculosis 

Tuberculosis is a serious lung disease caused by a bacteria - Mycobacterium Tuberculosis. This bacteria is carried through the air in tiny infectious droplet nuclei of 1 to 5 microns in diameter. These droplets may be generated when a person with pulmonary TB disease coughs, speaks, sings, sneezes, or spits. When inhaled by susceptible persons, the mycobacteria in these droplets may become established in the lungs and, in some cases, spread throughout the body.   

Your Understanding is the Key

Anyone can be exposed to TB.  If not treated, these bacteria multiply in the lungs, causing permanent damage, and even can be spread to other parts of the body. You cannot get TB by touching doorknobs, bed linen, etc.

Today, the majority of TB cases occur in people whose bodies are less able to fight off the infections, such as the elderly and those in poor health.  In some cases these people were infected years ago, but the bacteria stayed dormant until age or illness depleted their immune system and the bacteria reactivated. 

At one time, TB was a serious health problem in the Untied States. It required a long period of hospitalization and often surgery. During this century, improved sanitation and public health measures have helped to prevent its spread. However, today, TB has again become a problem among the homeless, those in our prisons, our elderly, and individuals coming from other countries that have a high confirm rate of TB. 

What are the Symptoms of TB?

Individuals with tuberculosis infection are asymptomatic and not contagious, whereas individuals with active tuberculosis can be symptomatic and contagious.
Active TB usually causes symptoms that include a lasting cough, fatigue, coughing up blood, fever, loss of appetite, and weight loss. Active TB can become drug resistant if an individual starts to take the prescribed medication and then stops taking the medication half or part way through the treatment.   

What is the TB Skin Test?

The preferred means to identify individuals with TB infection is the tuberculin skin test, developed in the 1890s and still in widespread use today.  After the initial screening by the medical provider has been made, a small amount of purified protein derivative (PPD) solution is placed under the person’s skin with a needle to see if a reaction occurs. Within 2-3 days after the test, the individual asked to return.  Normally, the immune system of individuals infected with TB will be sensitized to tuberculin and will react (within 48 to 72 hours) to the test substance, as shown by a small raised area (usually greater than 10 mm) in the skin on the arm where the tuberculin is given. The skin test is not a recommended method of screening for a case of active TB disease, according to the Center for Disease Control (CDC); "An average of 10%-25% of patients with active TB disease have a negative reaction to the tuberculin skin test - PPD". If the individual being tested by PPD tests positive, in some cases, a second test may have to be done to confirm results.  The physician may require the person to have an X-ray and a sputum culture. 

How is TB Cured? 

Antibiotic drugs must be taken for several months (more for active TB disease) to completely kill all the bacteria. Most individuals can be treated at home, as an outpatient, and do not have to stay in a hospital.  However, they must take their prescription drug every day, exactly as the doctor prescribed. While being treated, the doctor will need to monitor the individual every month to be sure the drugs are working and are not causing side effects. 
Preventing the Spread of TB

Tuberculosis is a threat to everyone's health, but each of us can do something to keep this disease in check. If you work in a high-risk area:

· Get tested for TB every year.

· If in contact with a suspect case, limit your time of exposure and maintain your distance.

· Have the individual wear a N95.

· Open windows and increase ventilation.

· In a vehicle roll down the windows.  

If you have the active TB disease, it is important that you take steps to protect those around you from infection: 

· Wearing a filtering facepiece rated for TB protection (an N95 without the exhalation valve).

· Always cover your nose and mouth when you cough and sneeze.

· Refrain from any activity that requires you to breathe deeply.  

· Throw away any tissues you use and wash your hands thoroughly and often.

· Take all of your prescribed medications as ordered by the diagnosing doctor. 

TB is treatable. Recognizing the symptoms, taking precautions, going for annual testing, and receiving proper treatment can help reduce the spread of this disease.
For additional information, please contact your supervisor and/or the Forest Safety Manager at (520) 388-8487.
