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SECOND EDIT 

Leprosy eradicated? 
The Govt should not be in a hurry to meet its target 
  
The Centre is considering declaring India free from leprosy by the year end, although there would still be thousands still suffering from the disease. As per the World Health Organisation definition, when leprosy prevalence rate drops below one per 10,000 people, it can be considered as eliminated. The National Leprosy Eradication Programme (NLEP) established in 1983 had its objective of eliminating leprosy as a public health problem by the year 2000. Later this goal was changed in the National Health Policy 2002, to eliminate leprosy by 2005. Now it appears as though in a race to meet the target, the Health Ministry might end up declaring the disease eradicated in a hurry. Seven states are on the verge of leprosy elimination with a prevalence rate of less than one per 10,000 of the population and the Health Ministry hopes to bring it down to below one by the end of the year in all the states. 

By declaring that leprosy has been eliminated, it wouldn't mean that the disease has disappeared, it would continue to impact endemic areas and new cases would continue to occur. Once the government declares it eradicated, many of those affected would suffer, as international funding for the disease would also be hard to source, just as the government would also stop supporting the leprosy eradication programme after 2007. NGOs estimate that there were 400,000 new cases in 2004 and as of March 31, 2004, there were 2.66 lakh recorded leprosy patients in 17 states and Union Territories. In the endemic states of Bihar, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, UP, West Bengal, Orissa and MP 64 per cent of the cases are found, with Bihar recording 24 per cent of the cases. 

What however must be commended is that the NLEP supported by over 250 NGOs, worked consistently to bring down the prevalence rate to 1/10,000 in 13 states with four states close to achieve elimination. Given time, the NLEP could eliminate the disease totally from the country. But this would require government support and international funding. What could be one of the reasons for the health ministry's decision to declare the elimination of the disease is that WHO has undertaken to meet the full requirement of anit-leprosy drugs to the country only till end 2005. But this shouldn't be a deciding factor. The health ministry must consult NGOs and health officers working with leprosy patients before it reaches its final decision. 
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