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Accurate TB tests needed in the private sector
More affordable tests should be introduced in the private sector  as 70% of Indians seek private medical care for TB.

Although sputum tests are recommended in guildelines for TB 
diagnosis, blood tests are preferred by the private sector. Blood 
tests are unreliable and are not recommended by any agency.    

Tuberculosis (TB) con-
tinues to take a heavy 
toll on Indians. Ev-

ery year, India reports over 
two million TB cases. TB 
kills nearly 280,000 men, 
women and children and is 
one of the leading causes of 
death in the country. In the 
past year, untreatable forms 
of drug-resistant TB cases 
have been reported in cities 
like Mumbai.

TB mostly affects the lungs 
and the most important 
symptoms include chronic 
cough for two weeks or more 
and fever. If TB is diagnosed 
quickly and if six months of 
antibiotics are taken regu-
larly, nearly all patients can 
be fully cured. 

The Indian government 
has made great progress 
by providing TB diagnosis 
and treatment free of cost 
to all patients in the public 
sector. Recently, the Re-
vised National TB Control 
Programme (RNTCP) an-
nounced “universal access 
to quality TB diagnosis and 
treatment for all TB patients 
in the community” as its new 
goal for the next five-year 

plan. This is a laudable goal, 
but any plan to reach all TB 
patients in India will need to 
necessarily consider engage-
ment of the private sector.

the private 
sector’s role 

More than 70% of Indians 
seek first contact medical 
care in the private sector, 
and more than 50% of all 
TB patients in India are 
treated in the private sec-
tor. For TB care, patients of-
ten begin seeking advice in 
the informal private sector 
(chemists and unqualified 
practitioners), then seek 
care from qualified practi-
tioners, and eventually end 
up in the public sector for 
free treatment. Patients of-
ten move from one provider 
to another, before they are 
finally diagnosed and put 
on TB treatment. And while 
they do this, they continue 
to transmit the infection to 
others. 

Thus, delayed or incorrect 
diagnosis is a major driver 
of the epidemic, and greatly 
increases the chance of death 
and drug-resistance. Pover-
ty-stricken TB patients also 
seek private care where the 

costs of care can be quite 
high and push poor families 
further into bankruptcy.

Unfortunately, TB testing 
practices in the private sec-
tor are completely different 
from those in the public 
sector. All over the world, 
sputum is the most impor-
tant sample for diagnosis 
of lung TB and every guide-
line recommends the use of 
sputum-based tests. But, for 
several reasons, including 
poor regulation and finan-
cial incentives, blood is the 
most popular sample in the 
Indian private sector. Unfor-
tunately, it is not possible to 
detect TB in blood samples.

Blood-based antibody 
tests are not accurate and 
discouraged by RNTCP and 
the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO). 

Blood PCR tests are unreli-
able and not recommended 
by any agency. There are 
acceptable blood tests (such 
as TB Gold) for latent TB. 
These, however, are not 
recommended for pulmo-
nary TB diagnosis.  In 2012, 
the Government of India 
banned the use of antibody 
blood tests for TB, and has 
discouraged the use of tests 
like “TB Gold” for active TB.

replacing bad  
with the good

The question now is, how 
can good, sputum-based TB 
tests replace the inappropri-
ate blood tests in the private 
sector? There are four ac-
cepted sputum tests that are 
recommended by the WHO 
and these are also used by 
the RNTCP.

This includes the tradition-
al sputum smear test where 
the TB bacteria are seen un-

der a microscope. Although 
not highly accurate, this test 
is still useful (and cheap) and 
should be more widely used 
in the private sector. Re-
cently, the WHO endorsed a 
new, rapid, two-hour DNA 
test called GeneXpert, which 
can diagnose TB with great 
accuracy and can also detect 
those with drug-resistance. 
There is another DNA test 
called Line Probe Assay and 
this test can also detect drug-
resistance with high accu-

racy. Lastly, liquid culture, 
where bacteria are grown in 
tubes, is considered the gold 
standard for TB diagnosis 
and is the only test that can 
detect resistance to all major 
TB drugs.

If private physicians and 
laboratories replace blood 
tests with the above sputum 
tests, this should greatly help 
improve the accuracy of TB 
diagnosis for patients in the 
country. The challenge is 
that good tests like GeneX-
pert, Line Probe Assay and 
liquid culture are very ex-
pensive in the private sector. 
For example, the GeneXpert 
test can cost the patient as 
much as Rs 3,000 or higher 
in private laboratories. This 
is because WHO-endorsed 
tests are available at spe-
cially negotiated low prices 
only to the public sector, and 
import duties also add to the 
costs. In addition, financial 
incentives and laboratory 
margins further inflate the 
costs to make them virtually 
unaffordable to the average 
private sector patient.

making good tests 
more affordable

Thankfully, a new initiative 

is just being launched, to 
improve the affordability of 
WHO-endorsed TB tests. 
Initiative for Promoting Af-
fordable, Quality TB tests 
(IPAQT www.ipaqt.org) is 
a coalition of private labs in 
India, supported by indus-
try groups such as FICCI, 
that has made three WHO-
approved tests available at 
affordable prices to patients 
in the private sector. Labs in 
IPAQT have access to lower, 
negotiated prices for the 
quality tests in exchange of 
their commitment to pass on 
the benefits to patients.

Thanks to IPAQT, which 
operates on a high-volume, 
low-margin model, the cost 
of GeneXpert is now reduced 
to Rs 1,700 (the maximum 
price laboratories can charge 
patients). The line probe as-
say (Hain Genotype) is now 
available at Rs 1,600. Labo-
ratories in IPAQT will also 
offer other WHO-endorsed 
tests at transparently adver-
tised prices. TB cases diag-
nosed will be notified to the 
RNTCP for linkages to free 
TB drugs, where necessary.

The IPAQT initiative has 
a pan-India presence, with 
over 25 laboratories (which 
adds up to over 20,000 col-

lection centres all over the 
country) committed to pro-
viding these tests at afford-
able prices. The number of 
laboratories is expected to 
increase significantly in the 
months ahead. The initiative 
can also be extended to in-
clude other new diagnostics 
in future, and cover other 
diseases of importance.

Thus, this initiative is ex-
pected to greatly increase 
affordability for private sec-
tor patients, and improve 
the quality of TB care in the 
country.  In the long run, re-
moval of import duties for 
all TB tests (under lifesaving 
drugs exemption) along with 
encouraging domestic devel-
opment of the same will be 
critical to achieving the RN-
TCP goal of universal access. 
India’s private sector has a 
responsibility and an obliga-
tion to make a contribution 
to TB control. Because TB is 
a huge economic drain on In-
dia and mostly affects young, 
productive adults, the pri-
vate sector clearly stands to 
benefit from any initiative to 
reduce the TB burden.

Madhukar Pai, MD, PhD, is 
Professor, McGill University, 
Montreal, Canada

sibal reads Poetry to the ladies
The legal luminaries of the Union cabinet left a group of women activists including Brinda 
Karat speechless. all that the ladies wanted was to discuss the anti rape law with them. 
But p. chidambaram was not available for a meeting. ashwani Kumar was available, but 
could not understand the nuances of the law. The most amusing was the case of Kapil 
Sibal. When the ladies met him, he took out his mobile phone and read out his freshly 
written SMS poems. after that he took out a book containing articles written by him and 
read out from it. he then offered to switch on the music system for them to listen to some 
hindi film songs which he claimed he had written.

comrades 

sibal writes sUCi book foreword
Tarun Mandal of the ultra left SUcI, who is Lok Sabha Mp 
from West Bengal’s Joynagar, has published a compilation 
of his speeches made in parliament. The book, Shansade 
Tarun (Tarun in Parliament), which is being distributed in 
his constituency, has got a congress touch. Believe it or 
not, the foreword of the book has been written by Union 
minister Kapil Sibal. prashanta Majumdar of the rSp, 
a cpI(M) ally, too has come out with a compilation of his 
parliament speeches.

dd’s new avatar

Is everything all right with the Ministry of Information 
and Broadcasting? Its public broadcaster Doordarshan 
is behaving as if it’s one of the more vocal private news 
channels that are strident in their criticism of the 
government and the “first family”. This new direction could 
be the handiwork of the recruits who have been hired on 
exorbitant salaries. Doordarshan has been raising several 
eyebrows even otherwise: the Film certification appellate 
Tribunal recently headed by Lalit Bhasin overturned a 
censor Board decision to clear a punjabi film, Sada Haq, 
on terrorism. The censor Board had banned it by saying 
it glorified terrorism. FcaT also cleared Chakravyuh, a 
prakash Jha film on naxalism, in spite of objections from 
the censor Board.

freedoM of sPeeCh  
in i&b Ministry

If home Minister Sushilkumar 
Shinde has to be believed, 
men who shave their bodies 
are fidayeen terrorists. In 
his statement on the two 
terrorists killed in the recent 
Srinagar encounter, Shinde 
said, “Their bodies were 
shaven, which confirms them 
to be fidayeens.” By this 
logic, all male film stars who shave their bodies, including 
Shah rukh Khan, hritik roshan and Salman Khan, are 
terrorists. In the same paragraph, Shinde said, “From the 
terrorists killed, a tube of Betnovate, a skin ointment was 
recovered. Further investigations reveal that this tube 
was manufactured in Glaxo Smith pak Ltd 35 Dockyard 
Karachi”. he adds that the name mentioned on the tube 
was written in Urdu. So if one carries a tube made in the 
United States, one is a cIa agent. Incidentally, Shinde has 
changed his speech writer in the Ministry of home affairs.

Eight zonal heads appointed 
by rahul Gandhi in the 
Uttar pradesh congress 
committee want to resign 
and contest the Lok Sabha 
elections. They intimated 
their party vice president 
about this during a meeting 
on Tuesday. They are upset 
that he kept them out of the 
deliberations he had with 
congress Legislative party 
leader pradeep Mathur 
and pcc chief nirmal 
Khatri. rasheed Masood 
was heard complaining 
at the aIcc headquarters 
in new Delhi that since 
Gandhi had appointed them 
as zonal heads, he should 
have called them for the 
meeting. “We do not have 
any authority,” Masood was 
heard saying.

Sudhandshu Trivedi is 
rajnath Singh’s media-
cum-political adviser and 
astrologer. It was based 
on Trivedi’s astrological 
calculations that rajnath 
Singh delayed taking over as 
BJp president by two days. 
The delay in constituting 
Singh’s team too is a result 
of Trivedi’s advice. Trivedi had earlier predicted that Singh 
would get a major role in the party. he has now advised 
him that the period before holi is inauspicious so he 
should wait till the festival gets over. The buzz is that the 
reshuffle will take place on the day of holi. 

rajnath Confidant is 
also astrologer

property matters

The communist party of India (Marxist), amongst the most intellectual in parliament, has 
started exporting knowledge to other parties. During the debate on FEMa regulations 
for foreign direct investment in multi brand retail, the cpM provided all the related 
documents to the Mps debating the matter in parliament. It then provided Sharad Yadav 
with the required documents when he wanted to raise the issue of petrol and diesel hike 
in the house. The cpI(M) conducts regular research on such subjects and maintains a 
computerised databank. 

MP aCCUsed of Misleading eC
alwar Mp Bhanwar Jitendra Singh has been accused of 
misleading the Election commission. This Minister of 
State for Youth affairs and Sports, plus MoS Defence, is 
alleged to have concealed from the Ec facts about his 
property in 2003 when he contested the assembly elections 
in rajasthan. he declared that his house in the forested 
Kushalgarh was his own. But while contesting for the 
2009 Lok Sabha elections, he declared that the property 
belonged to his wife ambika Singh. In 2011-2012, when 
he became minister, he declared that the property was 
inherited by his wife. he did not explain how that was possible considering the transferring 
or gifting of property in forested areas is banned. according to a revenue sale deed, the 
Kushalgarh house was apparently sold by his grandfather in 1972 to Delhi based jeweller 
prakashwati, w/o Kashmir chand, and others. Jitender Singh runs a hotel, Kushalgarh 
Lodge in this palace, which is not allowed as per forest rules. on Tuesday, BJp MLa 
Banwarilal asked on the floor of the rajasthan assembly how a hotel could be run in the 
tiger reserve area of Sariska. The rajasthan government said that it had not given any 
such permission and if such a hotel was being run, it was being done illegally. In the 2003 
affidavit, Singh had shown another house, rajgarh Fort as belonging to him. In the 2009 
affidavit, he said it belonged to his wife. In 2011-2012 he said it belonged to both his wife 
and to him. he added that the property was inherited but was under litigation. he did not 
disclose this earlier. rajgarh Fort is a national monument and should be maintained as 
one as per the 1947 agreement between the rulers of alwar and Government of India.
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