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Declining trend in incidence of
tuberculosis in adolescents
and young adults in Taiwan

To the Editor:

Snxow et al. [1] presented the results of a global estimate of the incidence of tuberculosis (TB) in
adolescents and young adults. Owing to the incomplete age disaggregation and underestimated reports, the
authors used case detection rates and age structure of the population in different countries to infer the
total number of adolescents and young adults who developed TB in 2012. The results showed that young
people had a considerable burden of TB, accounting for 17% of all new TB cases. However, the accuracy of
the study is probably limited owing to the uncertainty of some key parameters.

Here, we provide valuable epidemiological reports of TB in Taiwan, a TB-endemic area with an
intermediate TB burden. For all newly diagnosed active TB cases, irrespective of sputum smear status and
including both pulmonary and extrapulmonary TB cases, notification of the Taiwan Centers for Disease
Control (CDC) is mandatory and a surveillance system was well established. In this system, TB cases were
disaggregated into 5-year age groups. The directly observed treatment short-course (DOTS) programme
implementation and active contact investigation started in 2006.The TB incidence rate in Taiwan was 72.5
cases per 100000 population in 2005 and 43.9 cases per 100000 population in 2016. To clarify the TB
burden of adolescents and young adults in Taiwan, we analysed the trends of notified TB patients aged
10-24 years from 2005 to 2016. The cases were identified based on the registration database of the Taiwan
CDGC, in which cases can be diagnosed by bacteriological or pathological evidence, or clinically diagnosed
due to good response to anti-TB treatment.

During the study period, 8160 adolescent and young adult TB cases were identified, accounting for 5.23%
of all cases (8160/156033). As shown in figure 1, the annual number of these TB cases in young people
decreased in total by 61.73%, from 1006 in 2005 to 385 in 2016. The proportion of these young people
also decreased by 2.3%, from 6.11% in 2005 to 3.81% in 2016. On the contrary, during the study period,
the number of patients aged >65 years decreased in total by 31.01% (from 8408 in 2005 to 5801 in 2016)
and increased in proportion by 5.13% (from 51.04% to 56.17%). In patients aged 25-64 years, the number
of cases declined by 41.20% (from 6997 in 2005 to 4114 in 2016) and decreased in proportion by 2.65%
(from 42.48% in 2005 to 39.83% in 2016). The younger population apparently had a faster decline trend
in TB incidence than the older population (figure 1). We then compared the proportions of male and
female TB cases in different age aggregations from 2005 to 2016. The sex ratio was generally equal in the
patients aged 10-30 years (figure 1). After 30 years of age, the proportion of male cases increased and that
of female cases declined gradually. In the patients aged >65 years, the proportion of male to female cases
was approximately 75% to 25%.

In our nationwide analysis, we found that the TB burden of the young population in Taiwan is lower than
that reported by Snow et al. [1]. Moreover, we observed a clear trend of better TB control and a faster
decline in annual incidence in the young population compared to the older population. To improve TB
control, Taiwan initiated the Half TB Action Plan since 2005, which integrated active case finding, the
directly observed treatment short-course (DOTS) programme, aggressive contact investigation and
improved treatment for multidrug-resistant TB. The estimated number of household contacts per TB case
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FIGURE 1 Proportions of notified tuberculosis cases among various age groups and sexes in Taiwan from
2005 to 2016. a) Patients with tuberculosis are categorised into ages 10-24, 25-64, and >65 years, and their
annual changes in proportions are presented. The percentage changes of the number of cases in each year in
comparison with the number of cases in 2005 (baseline] are also shown. b} The proportions of male and
female patients with tuberculosis by 5-year age aggregation.

rose from 2.2 in 2006 up to 12.0 in 2017. The proportion of TB contacts that received chest radiography
was 88% in 2006 and was 96% in 2017. The notified TB cases continued to decrease after 2006, which
indicated that aggressive contact investigation did not determine an increase in TB incidence rate in
Taiwan. Meanwhile, several previous studies demonstrated that DOTS improved treatment outcomes [2],
reduced acquired second-line drug-resistant TB and multidrug-resistant TB [3, 4], and reduced TB-specific
mortality in TB patients in Taiwan [5]. Previous studies reported that young patients acquired TB
primarily from recent household or community transmission [6, 7], and may have compromised treatment
adherence in some areas [8]. Therefore, adolescents and young adults with TB clearly benefit more from
the DOTS programme and active contact investigation. On the contrary, older patients usually have active
TB due to reactivation from a remote TB infection, and as a result they benefit less from both [9].

Treatment strategies for latent TB infection (LTBI) were initiated LTBI in 2008, but the implementation of
LTBI treatment in the whole population only started after 2016. Therefore, preventive LTBI treatment
probably only played a minor role in the declined trend of TB incidence observed in the present study.

The sex inequality in TB incidence has been a well-known phenomenon worldwide for decades [10].
However, the sex disparities among patients with TB of various ages have rarely been evaluated. In this
analysis, we found an obvious sex disparity in patients with TB who were aged >35 years. However, the sex
ratio in young patients with TB aged <30 years was generally equal. The coverage rate of national health
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insurance in Taiwan is >99%. Therefore, the difference in medical accessibility between the sexes would be
a minor issue [11].

Other known factors which have been commonly discussed include smoking, alcoholism, diabetes mellitus
and HIV infection. In Taiwan, the increasing trend of smoking and alcohol use disorder in elderly men
[12, 13] should be considered as an element in sex disparities. The higher prevalence of diabetes in
women than in men [14] indicated that diabetes is less likely to be a cause of sex inequality.

The prevalence of HIV/AIDS in Taiwan is low: 0.04% in 2005 and 0.12% in 2016. The rate of HIV/TB
co-infection increased from 0.5% in 2001 to 3.1% in 2016 among newly diagnosed TB patients aged from
15 to 49 years old, and it was much higher in men than in women. The peak incidence of HIV/TB
co-infection occurred at age 35-39 years old and declined gradually. Considering the relative low
proportion of HIV/TB co-infection and inconsistent sex distribution profile between general TB patients
and those with HIV/TB co-infection, we believe that the contribution of HIV/TB co-infection to sex
disparity is relatively low in Taiwan. The differences in socioeconomic status, such as income level and
living conditions, should also be considered, but cannot be clearly evaluated in the present study.

There are several limitations in our study. The registration database relating to the time period before 2005
is incomplete and the DOTS status of each individuals was not available, therefore the effect of the DOTS
programme cannot be clearly investigated. Several important clinical, bacteriological, and socioeconomical
characteristics of the notified cases are not available in the database, therefore these important confounders
cannot be corrected in our analysis. It also limited our abilities to identify the key components that
contributed to the different declining trends in various age populations.

In summary, our nationwide analysis depicted the declining trend in TB in adolescent and young adult
patients in Taiwan. The remarkable decline in TB incidence in the young population highlights the
importance of the DOTS programme and active contact investigation in TB control. Meanwhile, we
observed different sex disparities between the younger and older populations. Further investigation of the
socioeconomic issues between the sexes would be helpful to develop age- and sex-specific strategies for TB
elimination.

As stated by the World Health Organization, collaboration and fostering strong partnerships between
national and international stakeholders, and beyond TB programmes and health sectors, will pave the way
to accelerating the elimination of TB in both low- and high-incidence countries [15].
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