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Tuberculosis Fact Sheet
(Centers for Disease Control)
 
What is Tuberculosis?
Tuberculosis (TB) is a disease caused by bacteria called Mycobacterium tuberculosis. The bacteria can affect any part of your body, but they usually affect the lungs.  TB disease was once the leading cause of death in the United States.  Symptoms often include coughing that lasts longer than three weeks, fever, night sweats, loss of appetite and loss of weight and fatigue.

How is TB spread?
TB is spread through the air from one person to another.  The bacteria are put into the air when a person with TB disease of the lungs or throat coughs or sneezes.  People nearby may breathe in these bacteria and become infected.  When a person breathes in TB bacteria, the bacteria can settle in the lungs and begin to grow.  From there, they can move through the blood to other parts of the body, such as the kidney, spine, and brain.

Who is at risk of TB?
Risk factors for getting TB include being from a developing country where TB is common, being around someone known to be sick with TB, history of being in jail or being in a homeless shelter, having a weak immune system, being a health care worker. 

What is latent TB infection?
In most people who breathe in TB bacteria and become infected, the body is able to fight the bacteria to stop them from growing.  The bacteria become inactive, but they remain alive in the body and can become active later.  This is called latent or inactive TB infection. People with latent TB infection:
· Have no symptoms 
· Don't feel sick 
· Can't spread TB to others 
· Usually have a positive skin test reaction 
· Can develop TB disease later in life if they do not receive treatment for latent TB infection 

Many people who have latent TB infection never develop TB disease.  In these people, the TB bacteria remain inactive for a lifetime without causing disease.  But in other people, especially people who have weak immune systems, the bacteria become active and cause TB disease.  Persons with latent TB should be evaluated to determine if they are candidates for treatment to kill the inactive TB germs and decrease their chance of becoming ill with active TB.

What is TB disease?
TB bacteria become active if the immune system can't stop them from growing.  The active bacteria begin to multiply in the body and cause TB disease.  Persons who are ill with active TB in the lungs can spread the infection to those with whom they are in close, regular contact, usually those with whom they live and work.  Some people develop TB disease soon after becoming infected, before their immune system can fight the TB bacteria.  Other people may get sick later, when their immune system becomes weak for some reason.  Babies and young children often have weak immune systems.  People infected with HIV, the virus that causes AIDS, have very weak immune systems.    
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