
Brief Facts on Tuberculosis

What is Tuberculosis?
Tuberculosis (TB) is an infectious, contagious disease caused by bacteria that can be spread from
person to person through the air. TB usually makes people sick by attacking the lungs, but the
bacteria may also affect other parts of the body such as the brain, kidneys, or spine. If not properly
treated, TB disease can lead to death.

How common is TB?
According to the Centers for Disease Control, every year, about 15,000 people in the United States
develop active TB disease. In Harford County, between one and ten cases of TB disease are
diagnosed each year. Many more people are diagnosed with latent, or inactive, TB infection that
does not make them sick.

What are the symptoms of TB?
The symptoms of active TB disease include weeks to months of weight loss, fever, and night
sweats. Active TB of the lung often causes coughing, coughing up blood, and chest pain. People
with inactive TB infection have none of these symptoms.

How is TB spread?
TB bacteria are spread when a person with active TB disease coughs or sneezes. These
activities may cause TB bacteria to be put into the air around the infected individual. Uninfected
persons nearby may then breathe in these bacteria and become infected. Remember, people
cannot get infected with TB bacteria through handshakes, sitting on toilet seats, or sharing utensils
or dishes with someone who has TB disease.

Also, not all individuals who come into contact with a case of TB disease become infected. The risk
of infection depends on how many TB bacteria have made it from the sick person into the air where
the person with TB disease has been (sun kills TB bacteria), how long people are in contact with
the sick person, and whether that individual is receiving TB treatment. After about two weeks of
proper TB treatment, people sick with TB disease are usually no longer contagious.

What is the difference between Latent TB infection and TB disease?
People with latent TB infection have TB bacteria in their bodies but are not sick because the
bacteria are not active. People with active TB disease are sick from TB bacteria that are multiplying
and destroying tissue in their body. People who have latent TB infection may go on to develop
active TB disease. The risk of this happening depends on how long ago they were infected and
how strong their immune systems are.

Latent TB Infection vs. TB disease
Latent TB infection TB disease

Have inactive TB bacteria in their body  Have active TB bacteria in their body

Have no symptoms  Have symptoms

Cannot spread TB to others  Can spread TB to others

Medications prevent developing TB disease  Medications used to cure TB disease





What should I do if I have spent time with someone with Latent TB infection?
A person with latent TB infection cannot spread TB bacteria to other people. You do not need to be
tested if you have spent time with someone with latent TB infection.

What should I do if I have spent time with someone with TB disease?
People with TB disease are most likely to spread the bacteria to people they spend time with every
day, such as family members, close friends, or coworkers. If you have been around someone
with TB disease, you should speak to your doctor or call the Harford County Health
Department to see whether you might need testing.

How do I get tested for TB?
You can get a TB skin test from a doctor or the Harford County Health Department. The skin test is
done by injecting a small amount of fluid (called tuberculin) right underneath the skin in the lower
part of the arm. A person given the skin test must return 48 to 72 hours later to have a trained
health care worker look for a reaction on the arm. If you have recently been in close contact with
someone with active TB disease, you may need to have this skin test repeated 8-10 weeks after
your first one.

Can I get the skin test at the Harford County Health Department?
The skin test is administered to those who: 1) attend the Health Department Addictions program,
or; 2) are becoming a foster parent, or; 3) are adopting a child, or; 4) have been exposed to TB.
Harford County Health Department offers TB skin testing Monday through Friday between 8:30
a.m. and 4:00 p.m. at their office located at 1321 Woodbridge Station Way, Edgewood, Maryland.
Call 410-612-1774 for an appointment.

What does a positive TB skin test mean?
A positive TB skin test only tells that a person has been infected with TB bacteria sometime during
their lifetime. It does not tell whether or not the person has active TB disease. Other tests such as
a chest X-ray and a sample of sputum may be needed to see if the person has active TB disease.

Why is Latent TB infection treated?
If you have latent TB infection but not TB disease, your doctor may want you to take a drug to kill
the TB bacteria and prevent you from developing TB disease. You can receive TB care, including
medications, from Harford County Health Department. The decision about taking treatment for
latent infection will be based on your chances of developing TB disease and your other health
conditions. Some people are more likely than others to develop TB disease once they have latent
TB infection. This includes:

People with HIV infection

People who were recently in close contact with someone with TB disease

People with certain medical conditions that weaken the immune system

Babies, young children, and the elderly

People who abuse drugs or alcohol

How is TB disease treated?
TB disease can be treated by taking several drugs for 6 to 12 months (TB bacteria die very slowly).
It is very important that people who have TB disease finish the medicine, and take the drugs
exactly as prescribed. If they stop taking their medication too soon, they can become sick again. If
they do not take the drugs correctly, the bacteria that are still alive may become resistant to those
drugs. TB that is resistant to drugs is harder and more expensive to treat. Harford County Health
Department staff regularly meet with patients who have TB disease to give them their medications.
This is called directly observed therapy (DOT). DOT helps the patient safely complete treatment in
the least amount of time. In some cases, DOT is provided to people with latent infection as well.



Where can I find more information?
Check out the following webites for more information:

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention www.cdc.gov/tb
Maryland Department of Health and Mental Hygiene
http://www.edcp.org/tb/index.html

If you have further questions, please contact the Harford County Health Department
Communicable Disease Program at 410-612-1774.
Adapted from the Centers for Disease Control “Tuberculosis: General Information”, July 2002


