8/19/2015

Printed from

Need to accelerate progress towards TB free India
August 17,2015, 04.39 PM IST | | THE HANS INDIA
Dr Soumya Swaminathan has recently been appointed as Director General, Indian
Council of Medical Research (ICMR) and Secretary of Department of Health Research,
Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Government of India. Earlier she has served as
Director, National Institute for Research in Tuberculosis in Chennai from 2008 till 2015.

Two days ago she spoke with Citizen News Service (CNS) about her priorities for
accelerating progress towards a TB free India, as well as in the field of medical
research.
Here are some excerpts from her interview:
Q: What are the top 3-5 key actions you intend to take as DG ICMR and Secretary
of Department of Health Research, for accelerating progress towards a TB free
India?
Dr Swaminathan: It is critical for India to address tuberculosis (TB). My top priority
would be for bringing evidence to inform policy based upon hard data. So I would like to
focus upon more real time data collection, surveillance and data analysis to inform the
Ministry [of Health and Family Welfare] so that it can make evidence-based
interventions in the programme. ICMR can play a big role in providing data and
evidence.
My second priority will be to establish a research consortium (or research partnership)
for TB, where all scientists sit together—from Council of Scientific and Industrial
Research (CSIR), Department of Biotechnology (DBT), Department of Health Research
(DHR), Department of Science and Technology (DST), as well as Ministry of Health,
among others. This consortium will identify the top priorities for India, pool their
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resources and work together. This work could be around understanding the epidemiology
of TB transmission better and finding out why there are certain hotspots for MDR-TB;
doing clinical studies for better treatment regimens for MDR-TB; development of
indigenous diagnostics (this is already going on); and work on vaccines. As funds are
limited, we need to pool our resources to avoid duplication and redundancy. We will
have to work together. DBT Institute is good in basic science, while ICMR can do clinical
research.
We also need to focus on a few things for paediatric TB. The first one is expanding
access to high quality diagnostics as use of GeneXpert improves the diagnosis of
paediatric TB--it not only confirms TB but also picks up drug resistance. In the last year
or so in a four-city project where more than 100,000 sputum specimen from children
were tested, 600 odd tested positive and out of these 600, about 10% had Rifampicin
resistance. This came as a surprise to the paediatric community—they were not
expecting such rates of drug resistance in children. Expanding access to good quality
diagnosis and appropriate treatment for children can go a long way to reduce mortality.
Bringing down the incidence of TB in children will also involve expansion of contact
tracing within the family of index TB cases detected both in the private as well as
public sector; early detection of cases and then identifying vulnerable children below 6
years and putting them on chemo prophylaxis; for the contacts of MDR-TB cases it will
basically be contact screening and keeping them under close surveillance as we do not
have evidence base for prophylaxis. The daily treatment regimen for TB has to be
scaled up both in the private and public sector.
TB rates among children with HIV are very high, even if they are on antiretroviral
therapy (ART). And yet, a lot of this TB is being missed, as all of them are not being
screened for TB, and even when they are, patients are asked to go somewhere else for
diagnosis and we often lose the patient along the way. So there is a need for training
the staff and also having good diagnostic facilities available on site at ART centres to
ensure that as far as possible diagnostic tests are performed right there and the child is
not made to go to another place for TB testing.
Q: Please share some of your plans to improve medical research? Which issues will
be prioritized?
Dr Swaminathan: We have to work on diseases of public health importance. As far as
non-communicable diseases (NCDs) are concerned, hypertension, diabetes and mental
health absolutely need attention—they cannot be ignored as they are affecting a large
number of people and causing a lot of disability in adults. In case of communicable
diseases, along with TB and malaria, we will try to focus on eliminating diseases like
kala azar (Leishmaniasis), filariasis and measles. Another top priority would be to
address under nutrition in children —doing research to find out the challenges at the
ground level and also to find its impact on health conditions.
The second major priority would be to build capacity for biomedical research in our
medical colleges and universities across the board. I would like to focus more on clinical
and epidemiological public health research.
Malaria is another important area to focus on—especially drug resistant malaria. If we
look at the distribution, there are pockets of very high malaria prevalence—mostly in
tribal and remote rural areas. ICMR institutes are already working on strategies to
tackle this. There are small pilot projects that work, but they need to be scaled up and
that has to be done through the programme. Working with the programme is important.
It has to be a two way process—programme should tell what the priorities and
bottlenecks are and we need to find solutions and feed them back into the programme.
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(Note: It is a matter of great pride for all of us that a humane scientist of the calibre of
Dr Swaminathan has been appointed to head ICMR--the apex body for the formulation,
coordination and promotion of biomedical research in the country. She is a strong
champion for civil society and a person of great integrity. I am sure all of us will help
her, in whatever way we can, to realize her plans.)
Shobha Shukla, Citizen News Service – CNS
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