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Editorial

Post-TB  Lung  Disease:  Where  are  we  to  Respond  to  This  Priority?

More than 10 million people are diagnosed with tuberculo-

sis (TB) worldwide each year. In 2023, TB returned to  being the

world’s leading infectious disease killer, surpassing coronavirus

disease 2019 (COVID-19).1 Patients surviving TB face consid-

erable ongoing morbidities such as neurological impairments,

cardiac disorders, psychosocial challenges, reduced health-related

quality of life,2,3 and one third of patients have post-TB lung

disease (PTLD). PTLD includes persistent symptoms, spiromet-

ric abnormalities, bronchiectasis, colonization and infection with

Aspergillus fumigatus and non-tuberculous mycobacteria, and pul-

monary hypertension.4–9 Furthermore, patients with PTLD have a

mortality rate 3 to 6 times higher than the general population.10,11

Despite the alarming numbers, PTLD is  not considered a topic

of interest in most national and international TB  guidelines. Many

countries with high TB prevalence do not have a plan for PTLD and

they do not even know the actual burden of disease. Furthermore,

the vast majority of scientific contributions on PTLD are focused on

etiopathogenesis, epidemiology and diagnosis and do not  consider

the need for pulmonary rehabilitation. For several decades national

TB control programs considered their work completed when the

patients have achieved treatment success. This is only in part true,

as an important proportion of these patients cannot return to work,

are limited in their daily activities and have hampered Quality of

Life.12,13

In 2021, the first consensus-based set of Clinical Standards for

PTLD was published.12 This document influenced the development

of the Brazilian Thoracic Association (Sociedade Brasileira de Pneu-

mologia e Tisiologia – SBPT) recommendations for the management

of PTLD,13 which included pulmonary rehabilitation as a  pillar,

making Brazil the first country to produce guidelines on this sub-

ject. This example was followed by  the Latin America Thoracic

Association (Asociación Latinoamericana de Tórax – ALAT) which

developed recommendations for PTLD in 2024.14 Concurrently, the

World Health Organization (WHO) published a  policy brief on TB-

associated disability, reinforcing the need for PTLD to  be addressed

by national TB control programs.15 WHO  has then convened an

expert committee which is  presently working at the development

of a policy guidance document on this subject.

There are several other barriers to  overcome in order to ade-

quately address this priority. The diagnosis of PTLD is not  always

made after completion of TB treatment and, when it is  made, it

is often not done properly. Many healthcare facilities only have

spirometry available for the diagnosis of PTLD, which is  not suffi-

cient for a comprehensive assessment of PTLD; plethysmography

and diffusion capacity are usually available only at tertiary care

level. In addition, in  many settings, chest tomography is not avail-

able, especially at primary care  level. Furthermore, after completing

TB treatment, many patients lose their linkage to the health-

care system and do not have the opportunity for PTLD evaluation

and diagnosis. Without long-term follow-up, they do  not have

access to treatment and rehabilitation if necessary.15 Interestingly,

when WHO  revised its outcome definitions, the concept of  ‘sus-

tained treatment success’ was  introduced, referring to patients who

remain relapse-free after 12 months of follow-up. As  it was con-

sidered not feasible to introduce programmatic follow-up of  all

patients for one year, WHO  suggested to use this outcome defini-

tion for patients followed-up over time for research purposes. The

patients with PTLD undergoing pulmonary rehabilitation program

(PRP), who are the most severely affected, represent an additional

group entitled to be followed up for one year or even more.12,13,15

Furthermore, in absence of a consistent approach to PTLD diagno-

sis, we presently lack reliable data which are necessary to  plan for a

quality management of this condition, including the identification

of human and financial resources.

For patients diagnosed with PTLD, pharmacological treatment

recommendations are limited.12,13 Even recommended pharma-

cological treatments and pulmonary rehabilitation are often only

available in  the public health system for patients with other

diseases, such as, for example, chronic obstructive pulmonary

disease. Rehabilitation should be considered an essential health

service for patients with PTLD.15 In a  recent systematic review and

meta-analysis,16 rehabilitation programs have demonstrated to be

effective interventions for preventing PTLD. Additionally, patients

with chronic hypoxemia must have access to long-term oxygen

therapy. Moreover, PTLD should be considered a  chronic respira-

tory disease, which may  have infectious complications preventable

by vaccines. Several vaccines, such as influenza, pneumococcal, and

COVID-19, should be recommended and be available for patients

with PTLD.17,18

Another gap in  PTLD concerns research. Existing studies

regarding epidemiology, diagnosis, pharmacological treatment and

rehabilitation are limited and not robust.19,20 This is particularly

true for pulmonary rehabilitation. So far, no  study had ever com-

pared the long-term outcome of patients undergoing pulmonary

rehabilitation versus those without this opportunity.

Recently, a  prospective multicentre study,21 which included a

complete functional evaluation before and after PRP, demonstrated

the benefits from PRP in  patients with PTLD, including improve-

ments in  lung function and in exercise capacity. This study is the

first and largest study evaluating patients with PTLD who under-
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went PR, and comparing them with a cohort of non-rehabilitated

patients. Future studies, especially clinical trials evaluating new

treatment regimens, should evaluate not only microbiological cure

but also prevention and rehabilitation of PTLD.22

Finally, funding for diagnosis, management, and research on

PTLD remains limited, particular in  this new era signed by the with-

drawal of the majority of the USA funds previously allocated to fight

TB. Even rehabilitation, which already has consistent evidence of

benefit in patients with PTLD,16,21 is often not linked to TB  in  most

TB high-burden settings, and consequently does not receive ade-

quate attention and funding from governments.15 A barrier to more

research focused on PTLD is  the perception that this cannot be done

in resource-limited settings, that it is  technically demanding and

therefore not feasible in  high TB  burden countries. The leadership of

Brazil and ALAT testify that this is not true. For example, a TB  REACH

project in Bangladesh managed by  the Damien Foundation is ongo-

ing to evaluate the feasibility and impact of implementing PRP at

the programmatic level in rural areas and with large numbers.

In the Global Plan to End TB 2023–2030,23 attention was  drawn

to the need to provide care to PTLD. In the same way, the Global

Fund recently issued a note to national TB programs encouraging

them to consider PTLD as a priority intervention.24

In conclusion, PTLD should be considered a  priority by  national

TB control programs and guidelines should be updated to  include

recommendations on the diagnosis and management of PTLD,

which includes pulmonary rehabilitation.25 A more comprehensive

diagnosis, treatment and prevention of PTLD will have, as a positive

‘side effect’, the improved management of all chronic respiratory

conditions in thousands of patients around the world.
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