Hansen’s Disease Fact Sheet

What is Hansen’s Disease?

Hansen's disease, also known as leprosy, is a complex infectious disease caused by a bacterium.  The Hansen's disease bacteria infect skin and sometimes other tissues, including the eye, the mucosa of the upper respiratory tract (nose) and the testes. Hansen's disease always involves the peripheral nerves. If untreated, nerve damage can result in the crippling of hands and feet and blindness. There are different forms of Hansen’s disease, a limited form with few bacteria that is not thought to be contagious and a more generalized form.  The key to preventing disability is early diagnosis and treatment.  A person with Hansen’s disease can continue to work and lead an active life.
Where is Hansen’s Disease found?

In the U.S., there are approximately 3,300 active cases on the National Hansen's Disease Program Registry that are requiring drug treatment or management.  Between 150 and 200 new U.S. cases are reported to the Registry annually. The largest numbers of U.S. cases are in California, Texas, Hawaii, Louisiana, Florida, New York and Puerto Rico. The disease is endemic in Tropical and Sub- Tropical Asia, Africa, Central and South America, and the Pacific Region.
How do I know if I might have Hansen's disease?

The first signs are usually pale or slightly red areas or a rash on the trunk or extremities.  Frequently, there is an associated decrease in light touch sensation in the area of the rash.  A loss of feeling in the hands or feet may also be the first signs of Hansen's disease. These changes in sensation are a valuable clue to diagnosis.  Nasal congestion may be a sign of infection, but infection is usually associated with skin changes on the face, such as thinning of the eyebrows or eyelashes.

Do all Hansen's disease patients develop deformities?
No. People who are diagnosed and treated early avoid many of the complications associated with the disease and experience no disfigurement or disability. Problems with insensitive fingers or toes can be prevented by avoiding injury and infections to these areas, and by taking medicines.
Is Hansen's disease contagious?

Hansen's disease is far less contagious than other infectious diseases. More than 95 percent of the human population has a natural immunity to the disease. Healthcare workers rarely contract Hansen's disease. Most cases of Hansen's disease respond to treatment and become non-infectious within a short time.

How is it spread?

It is most likely that Hansen's disease is transmitted by way of the respiratory tract, since large numbers of bacteria can be found in the nose of some untreated patients. The degree of susceptibility of the person, extent of exposure, and environmental conditions are factors important to transmission.
Who is at risk of contracting Hansen's disease?
Those at greatest risk are the family of an untreated person who has the disease.  This could be because they are genetically susceptible and/or because they have prolonged contact with the infected individual. A spouse is the least at-risk family member. At greatest risk are children, brothers or sisters, or parents of an untreated individual.  Hansen's disease is not passed on from a mother to her unborn baby during pregnancy. Neither is it transmitted through sexual contact.
What should do if I think I have been exposed to Hansen's disease?

Most people have a natural immunity and there is no need for prophylaxis or any action.  Household contacts of people with Hansen's disease should have a thorough physical examination annually for five years. If they develop a questionable skin rash, they should notify their health care providers.  

How is it diagnosed?

Your doctor can make the diagnosis by doing a test called a skin biopsy on the rash.  
How is it treated?

Early diagnosis and treatment are important to preventing permanent disability and controlling the spread of disease. There are several effective antibiotics that doctors may prescribe for treatment.  People with Hansen's disease in the U.S. can receive medications at no cost through their own doctor or through the National Hansen's Disease Program Ambulatory Care Clinic closest to them.

Some Hansen's disease patients report that they get worse after treatment has begun.  How can that happen?

Some patients experience a reaction after treatment.  This is a response of the immune system to dead or dying bacteria and can cause worsening of the rash or a painful neuritis.  If you think you are having a reaction, notify your physician so that an appropriate treatment can be prescribed.
Where can I get more information?

Visit www.hrsa.gov/hansensdisease/ or call your local health department.
This fact sheet is for information only and is not intended for self-diagnosis or as a substitute for consultation. If you have any questions about the disease described above or think that you may have an infection, consult with your healthcare provider. 
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