Global leprosy (Hansen disease) update, 2023:

Elimination of leprosy disease is possible — Time to act!*

Introduction

In May 1991, the 44th World Health Assembly, adopted
a resolution urging Member States to accelerate efforts
towards elimination of leprosy as a public health prob-
lem by the year 2000." Most countries had achieved
this target by 2010. The Global leprosy strategy 2021—
2030,2 a constituent of the neglected tropical diseases
(NTD) road map 2021-2030,% calls for accelerating
action to reach the goal of zero leprosy (zero disease,
zero disability and zero stigma and discrimination). This
goal required a new paradigm for countries to move
beyond the target of “elimination of leprosy as a public
health problem” to “elimination of leprosy disease”. In
2023, WHO released Technical guidance on interrup-
tion of transmission and elimination of leprosy disease.*
At the core of this guidance is the Leprosy Elimination
Framework, which provides a clear pathway through
3 phases, i.e. interruption of transmission, elimination
of leprosy disease and post-elimination surveillance,
defined in terms of epidemiological milestones. New
tools such as the Leprosy elimination monitoring tool
and the Leprosy programme and transmission assess-
ment tool have been introduced by WHO to monitor
epidemiological situations and assess criteria for verifi-
cation in 3 domains: political commitment, programme
implementation and surveillance. High-quality data col-
lection and reporting are essential to monitor progress
towards those milestones.

As part of its core function, WHO collects relevant
epidemiological and programmatic data from coun-
tries to assess the global leprosy situation and to pub-
lish an update. Annual data on leprosy are collected
by WHO through a customized application with DHIS2
software. An abridged Excel® format is used to collect
data from countries with very few or no cases of lep-
rosy. The reporting year presented here was 2023,
although a few countries reported data for a different

" Source: Global leprosy (Hansen disease) update, 2023: Elimination of
leprosy disease is possible — Time to act!; Geneva: World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO); 2024. Licence: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO, https://iris.who.int/bit-
stream/handle/10665/378895/WER9937-501-521.pdf?sequence=1 (access:
24.02.2025).

' See https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/175244/WHA44_R9_
eng.pdf

2 Towards zero leprosy, Global leprosy strategy 2021-2030. Geneva:
World Health Organization; 2021 (https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/
9789290228509).

3 Ending the neglect to attain sustainable development goals: a road map for
neglected tropical diseases, 2021-2030. Geneva: World Health Organization;
2021 (https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240010352).

4 Technical guidance on interruption of transmission and elimination of lepro-
sy disease. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2023 (https://www.who.int/
publications/i/item/9789290210467).

12-month period (e.g. India reported for April 2023—
March 2024 and Canada for 2022). Some countries
have updated data for previous years, and these are
highlighted in the text below. Updated data are availa-
ble in the Global Health Observatory. Epidemiological
indicators have been expressed as absolute numbers,
proportions and rates. Rates were calculated per mil-
lion population (total and child). Population estimates
(medium variant) were provided by the United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, World
Population Prospects 2022.°

Data on leprosy for 2023 were received from all 6
WHO regions from 184 countries and territories (out
of 221). The number of countries providing information
on leprosy has increased significantly over the years.
The regional distribution of countries and territories
that reported data for 2023 was: 45 in the African Re-
gion (AFR), 43 in the Region of the Americas (AMR),
22 in the Eastern Mediterranean Region (EMR), 36 in
the European Region (EUR),® 11 in the South-East
Asia Region (SEAR) and 27 in the Western Pacific Re-
gion (WPR). Reports were received from all 23 global
priority countries for leprosy.

Epidemiological situation

The numbers of new cases and the corresponding
rates, disaggregated by age, cases among women
and grade-2 disabilities (G2D) among new cases are
presented by WHO region in Table 1.

During 2023, a total of 182 815 new cases were
reported globally, corresponding to a new case detec-
tion rate of 22.7 per million population. The number of
new cases detected globally was 5% higher than in
2022 (174 094).” New cases were reported from all
6 WHO regions (Figure 1), with 71.9% in SEAR, fol-
lowed by AMR (13.6%), AFR (11.5%), EMR (1.5%),
WPR (1.5%) and EUR (<1%). The change in rates of
new case detection from the previous year differed by
region. AMR and WPR reported increases of 15.8%
and 9.9%, respectively, while EUR and EMR report-
ed marked decreases: 42.2% and 25%, respectively.
Trends in new case detection by WHO region between
2014 and 2023 are shown in Figure 2.

5 World Population Prospects 2022. New York City: United Nations Depart-
ment of Economic Social Affairs; 2022 (https://population.un.org/wpp/, ac-
cessed 19 July 2024.

5 Includes Mayotte.

7 As per updated figures.
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Table 1. New case detection (disaggregated for age, gender and disability), by WHO Region, 2023

49

New case Number of New child Number | Proportion | Number G2D
Number of | detection new child | €35 detec- | of leprosy | of women of new | rate (per
WHO Region | new cases | rate (per cases tion rate (per cases among new G2D million
detected | million po- detected million child | among leprosy cases popula-
pulation) population) women cases (%) | detected tion)
African 21043 17.2 1633 26 8138 38.7 3026 25
Americas 24773 23.7 999 34 10 820 43.7 2374 2.3
Eastern Medi-
terranean 2829 34 127 04 1187 42.0 223 0.3
European? 37 0 1 0 11 29.7 10 -
South-East 131425 63 7310 10.5 51806 39.4 3899 19
Western Pacific 2708 14 252 0.5 883 326 197 0.1
World 182 815 22.7 10 322 3.9 72 845 39.8 9729 1.2

G2D: grade-2 disability

@ The number of cases reported by the European Region includes reporting from Mayotte.
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AFR = African Region; AMR = Region of the Americas;
EMR = Eastern Mediterranean Region; EUR = European Region;
SEAR = South-East Asia Region; WPR = Western Pacific Region.

Figure 1 Detection of new leprosy cases, by WHO Region,
2023

Globally, the number of new cases decreased by
14.6% during the decade 2014—2023. The decrease in
2014-2019 was 5.3%. The coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic resulted in an almost one-third
reduction in new case detection between 2019 and
2021. Thereafter, there has been a 30% increase in
new case detection.

The global priority countries for leprosy accounted
for 95.7% (174 967) of all new cases detected in 2023.
During the past decade >95% of the new cases detect-
ed were clustered in these 23 countries (Table 2). As
compared to the previous year, there was an increase
in new case detection in 13 of the 23 global priority
countries in 2023. While the overall increase in global
priority countries was 5.6%, the increase varied from
1.3% in Nigeria to 47.6% in Egypt. Sudan reported
a significant decrease in new case detection (60.2%),
followed by Somalia (34.2%) and Ethiopia (19.3%).

During the year, 56 countries reported 0 new
case,® 47 reported 1-10 new cases, 34 reported 11—
100 new cases, 31 reported 101—1000 new cases, and
12 countries reported 1001-10 000 new cases. Brazil,
India and Indonesia reported more than 10 000 new
cases each, together accounting for 79.3% of new cas-
es detected globally (Map 7). These 3 countries also
showed an increase in new case detection in 2023 as
compared with the previous year: Brazil by 16%, Indo-
nesia by 15.6% and India by 3.9%.

Occurrence of new leprosy cases among children
(<15 years of age) is an indicator of recent transmis-
sion. A total of 10 322 new child cases (5.7% of total
new cases) were reported globally, with a correspond-
ing rate of 3.9 per million child population. Most of the
child cases were reported from SEAR (70.8%) with
a detection rate of 10.5 per million child population.
Among the global priority countries, the proportion of
new cases in children ranged from 1.6% in Sudan to
31.1% in Comoros. Zero child cases was reported by
110 countries: 13in AFR, 29 in AMR, 4 in SEAR, 34 in
EUR, 16 in EMR and 14 in WPR.

Data disaggregated by age for children were re-
ported by 55 countries (including 12 global priority
countries) for 1622 cases. Most were reported among
children aged 10-14 years (78.8%), 15.5% among
those aged 6-9 years of age and 5.7% among those
aged <6 years.

The trend in detection of new cases in children and
the corresponding rate per million child population by
WHO region during 2014 and 2023 are shown in Ta-
ble 3. Analysis of the trend reveals a 60% decrease in
the detection rate, from 9.8 in 2014 to 3.9 per million
child population in 2023.

8 In addition, Switzerland reported as “no data available”.
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Figure 2 Trends in new leprosy case detection with corresponding new case detection rates, by WHO Region, 2014-2023

New cases diagnosed with G2D indicate delayed
detection. Globally, 9729 new cases with G2D were
detected (corresponding G2D rate, 1.2 per million
population), accounting for 5.3% of all new cases de-
tected during the year. Of the new G2D cases, 40.1%
were reported from SEAR, followed by AFR (31.1%)
and AMR (24.4%) and the remaining cases from oth-
er regions. The global priority countries accounted for
87% of the total new G2D cases. Table 4 shows the
trends in new cases with G2D during the past 10 years
(2014—-2023) by WHO region.

The number of G2D cases increased by 1.8% as
compared with the previous year (9557). However,
there was a more than 30% decrease in cases with
G2D during 2014-2023; SEAR registered a signif-
icant decrease in new G2D cases during this peri-
od, the number of cases having decreased by more
than half.

A total of 266 new child cases were diagnosed with
G2D, with 131 in AFR, 88 in SEAR, 36 in AMR, 6 in
WPR and 5 in EMR.

Globally, 72 845 cases of leprosy were reported
among women, comprising 39.9% of all new cases
detected. The proportion of new cases among women
has remained <40% for the past 10 years. Among the

global priority countries, the proportion ranged from
22.4% in Angola to 53.4% in South Sudan.

Ofthe 182 815 new leprosy cases, 125 752 (68.8%)
were reported to be multibacillary (MB). The propor-
tion of MB cases was reported to be more than 90%
in 6 global priority countries: Indonesia, Nigeria, Phil-
ippines, South Sudan, Sudan and the United Republic
of Tanzania.

A total of 378 non-autochthonous cases were re-
ported by 41 countries. Non-autochthonous cases
comprised 67.5% of new cases reported in EUR. All
detected cases were reported as non-autochthonous
in 15 countries and territories: Australia, Brunei Darus-
salam, Chile, France, Germany, Guam, Hong Kong
(SAR), Japan, Kuwait, Libya, Netherlands (Kingdom
of the), Qatar, Russian Federation, Spain and United
Kingdom.

Data for 2023 for registered prevalence, new case
detection, re-treatment, relapse and treatment com-
pletion are presented in Table 5.

A total of 14 908 new cases were detected through
active case finding, such as contact examination,
school surveys and campaigns in general and special
population groups. Information on contact examina-
tion was provided by 88 countries (including 21 global
priority countries). Data on provision of post-exposure
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Table 2. Trends in the detection of new cases of leprosy in 23 global priority countries, 2014—-2023

Republic of the | 3272 4 237 3765 3649
Congo

Country 2014 2015 2016 2017 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
Angola - 823 619 605 721 422 797 860 839
Bangladesh 3622 3976 3000 3754 3638 3766 2872 2988 3639
Brazil 31064 | 26395 | 25218 | 26 875 27 863 17 979 18 318 19635 | 22773
Comoros 324 343 310 429 478 236 239 263 241
Cote d’lvoire 910 891 895 773 567 515 514 483 483
Democratic

3032 3385 4148 3720 3945

Egypt 564 583 651 543 537 316 361 395 583
Ethiopia 3758 3970 3692 3114 3201 2591 2589 2966 2395
India 125785 | 127 326 | 135485 | 126 164 | 120 334 | 114 451 65 147 75394 103 819 | 107 851
Indonesia 17025 | 17202 | 16826 | 15910 | 17017 17 439 11173 10976 12 441 14 376
Kiribati 123 180 218 187 136 159 154 151 140

Madagascar 1617 1487 1780 1430

1283 1346 1290 1450 1659

Micronesia

(Federated 178 164 169 141 144 129 89 92 91
States of)

Mozambique — 1335 1289 1926 2220 2 065 2639a 2608 2752
Myanmar 2877 2 571 2609 2279 2488 1877 595 1234 1338
Nepal 3046 2751 3054 3215 3844 2304 2394 2285 2522
Nigeria 2983 2892 2687 2447 2424 1417 2398 2393 2425
Philippines 1655 1617 1721 1908 2122 1150 967 1005 1357
Somalia 14 107 633 1569 2425 2638 2030 2307 1519
South Sudan 691 — - - 1152 682 713 955 877
Sri Lanka 2157 1977 1832 1877 1658 1212 1025 1401 1520
Sudan 684 624 624 551 478 526 499 472 188

United Repub-

- . 1947 2 256 2047 1936
lic of Tanzania

1603 1192 1511 1705 1454

New cases in
global priority | 204 296 | 203 707 | 209 124 | 201 282
countries

199 386 | 193 904

122227 | 132512= | 165628 | 174 967

Proportion

(%) of total 95.5% | 96.1% | 95.9% | 95.3% | 95.5% 95.8% 95.1% 94.6% 95.1% 95.7%
cases

World 214001 | 211973 | 217 971 | 211 170 | 208 763° | 202 485° | 128 4129 | 140 114° | 174 094' | 182 815

= Updated data based upon request from countries.

prophylaxis (PEP) was provided by 31 countries (in-
cluding 6 global priority countries: Comoros, Egypt,
India, Indonesia, Kiribati and Nepal).

A total of 13 777 cases of re-treatment were report-
ed; Brazil and India accounted for 77.5% of these cas-
es. Relapse (total 3644 cases) comprised 26.5% of
the total re-treatment cases. Of the 66 countries that
reported relapses, Brazil, Ethiopia, India and Indone-
sia accounted for 75% of cases.

Data on treatment completion was available from
83 countries for MB and 76 countries for paucibac-
illary (PB), including 19 global priority countries.
Treatment completion rates varied widely among
the global priority countries; a sub-optimal treatment
completion rate (<85%) was reported by 5 countries
for MB and 8 countries for PB. A total of 4854 cases
(4201 MB and 653 PB) were reported as lost-to-fol-
low up during the reporting year. Better understand-

ing of the reasons for non-adherence to treatment
will improve targeted interventions and ensure effi-
cient MDT services.

During the year, 64 countries reported a total
of 11 676 cases of diagnosed type-1 reaction and
5156 cases of type-2 reaction.

There has been an improvement in the number of
countries reporting adverse drug reactions (ADRS);
18 countries reported a total of 189 ADRs (including
184 for dapsone). WHO encourages countries to
strengthen the mechanism for early identification, ef-
fective management and timely reporting of ADRs.

End-of-treatment assessment was done for
30 087 cases; and worsening of disability grade was
reported in 975 cases (3.2%). Data on disability care
services was provided by 18 global priority countries,
which included provision of 5784 assistive technolo-
gy devices and 2169 reconstructive surgeries. Time-
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Map 1. Geographical distribution of new leprosy cases, 2023

Table 3 Trends in new leprosy case detection among children with corresponding case detection rates (per million child popula-

tion), by WHO Region, 2014—2023

WHO Region | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018 | 2019 | 2020 | 2021 | 2022 | 2023
Afioan 1920 | 2149 | 1776 | 1684 | 1726 | 2150 | 1867 | 2041 | 1812 | 1633
@7 | 61 | @2 | 68 | 39 | @7 | @0 | @2 | 67 | 8
Armorions 2441 | 2207a | 1763 | 1792 | 1789 | 1613c | 904 | 817 | 875 | 999
(107) | @72 | 78 | ®0) | ©0) | (72 | @1 | (37) 4) (3.4)
Eastern 142 | 148 | 204 | 339 | 258 150 180 | 210 103 127
Mediterranean ©7) | 07 | 09 | a5 | (1) | ©6) | ©8 | 08 | ©4 | 04
European - - 1 7 - - - - 4 1
| 13977 | 14180 | 14361 | 12786 | 11793 | 10661 | 5396 | 5664 | 7218 | 7310
South-BastAsia | og0) | (264) | (27.0) | (24.1) | (224) | (203) | (104) | (109) | (14) | (105)
Wostomn Paciic 382 | 394 | 370 | 498 | 451 412 | 314 | 259 | 290 | 252
an | oan | @3 | a4 | @3 | @) | 09 | 07 | ©8 | 05
World 18862 | 19078 | 18475 | 17106° | 16017 | 14986° | 8661 | 8991 | 10302 | 10322
©8) | (9¢ | (95) | (88) | (82 | (76) | (44 | @45 | (51) | (39

a Updated data based upon request from Brazil.
b ¢ Updated data based upon request from other countries.

ly, appropriate intervention can help reduce disability,
improve overall health outcomes and enhance the
well-being of affected people.

A total of 101 laws that discriminate against peo-
ple affected by leprosy were reported. Countries have
been working on repealing the laws that allow discrim-
ination on the basis of leprosy.

Data on antimicrobial resistance were received
from 12 countries, including Brazil, Indonesia, Kiriba-

ti, Madagascar and Nepal among the global priority
countries. Of the 2040 cases (654 new cases and
1386 re-treatment cases) tested, 2 were reported re-
sistant to rifampicin, 20 to dapsone and 19 to oflox-
acin; no resistance was reported for more than one
drug. Countries are encouraged to strengthen antimi-
crobial resistance surveillance in leprosy, especially
with scaling-up of PEP.
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Table 4 Trends in new leprosy case detection with G2D and corresponding rates (per million population), by WHO region,

2014-2023
WHORegion | 2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018 | 2019 | 2020 | 2021 | 2022 | 2023
Afioan 2726 | 3076 | 2899 | 2990 | 2797 | 2975 | 2441 | 3246 | 3319 | 3026
29 | @1 | 29 | 29 | 6 | en | @2 | 28 | 28 | @5

Amorions 2227a | 2101b | 1940 | 2150 | 2324 | 2544 | 1610c | 1862 | 2088 | 2374
233 | @1 | 20 | 22 | @3 | @5 | a6 | @8 | @0 | @3

Eastern Mediter- | 300 315 299 314 309 236 252 209 200 223
ranean ©5 | ©5 | (04 | 05 | 04 | 03 | ©3 | ©3 | ©2 | (03
European - - 4 1 2 4 4 - 13d 10
. 8525 | 8572 | 7538 | 6513 | 5626 | 4817 | 2713 | 2953 | 3771 | 3899

South-East Asia @5 | @5 | 39 | 33 | 8 | @4 | @13 | (14 | 18 | (19
- 337 321 373 306 260 264 192 199 166 197

Western Pacific ©2 | 02 | 02 | 02 | 01 | ©1n | ©1n | o1 | ©1n | ©1)
World 141157 | 14385° | 13053 | 12274 | 11318 | 10840 | 7212° | 8469 | 9557 | 9729
97 | 200 | (18 | (16) | (15 | (14 | 09 | (1) | (12 | (12

ab Updated data based upon request from Brazil.
°d Updated data based upon request from other countries.

Editorial

The concept of elimination of leprosy disease brings
a renewed momentum towards reaching “zero lep-
rosy” as envisioned in the Global Leprosy Strategy,
2021-2030. The Leprosy Elimination Framework
clearly defines how a country or sub-national area
can move towards interruption of transmission and
elimination of leprosy disease, followed by a phase
of post-elimination surveillance and ultimately the
achievement of non-endemic status. The process of
verification of interruption of transmission and elimi-
nation of leprosy disease starts at subnational level.
The available tools provide sufficient guidance to doc-
ument progress through globally standardized moni-
toring and verification.

In August 2024, Jordan (EMR) became the first
country globally to be acknowledged by WHO for elim-
ination of leprosy disease following the laid verifica-
tion process. Earlier, in October 2023, Maldives in the
SEAR became the first country to adopt these tools
to undertake subnational verification of interruption of
transmission.

The importance of of reporting data on leprosy in-
cluding “zero report’cannot be overemphasized. It is
encouraging that, of the 184 countries and territories
that reported data, 56 reported O cases.

The countries that continue to report sizeable num-
bers of new leprosy cases should accelerate active
case finding with the provision of single-dose rifampic-
in (SDR) PEP to eligible contacts. SDR PEP is an
effective intervention which prevents the risk of lep-
rosy disease among eligible contacts by about 57%.

WHO recommends systematic roll-out of SDR PEP
with strengthened contact examination in routine pro-
grammes.

Leprosy among children deserves special attention
as it indicates continued transmission. The fact that
child cases with G2D continue to be detected is a con-
cern. Early detection and timely treatment must be
improved.

An essential care package comprising treatment,
care and support, provided through integrated primary
health systems, ensures equity and improved well-be-
ing.

Moving beyond the target of elimination of lepro-
sy as a public health problem to achieving the goal
of elimination of leprosy disease requires new and
reaffirmed commitments by countries and partners.
According to their epidemiological situation and other
relevant contextual factors, countries require different
approaches, which can be designed by developing
a “Zero leprosy road map”. The experiences of Jor-
dan and Maldives should motivate other countries to
strengthen surveillance systems and reinvigorate their
efforts towards elimination of leprosy disease.
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