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Leptospirosis: an emerging public health problem (1)

• A neglected zoonotic disease which mainly affects low-income rural 
farmers and people living in urban slums in tropical regions.

• Outbreaks often occur after natural disasters (Nicaragua 2007, Sri Lanka 

2008, Philippines 2009), and the disease has a high case-fatality rate.

• Incidence is influenced by sociocultural, occupational, behavioural and 
environmental factors.
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Leptospirosis: an emerging public health problem (2)

• Impact of this disease is greatest in low-resource, tropical and 
subtropical locations.

• Risk is higher in rural areas where animals are present in large 
numbers and in populations involved in agriculture or animal husbandry. 

• In recent years, recreational activities such as kayaking and other 
water sports have increased the risk of human exposure to leptospires.
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Global burden

• Unknown : ≥ 500 000 severe cases are estimated to occur worldwide
each year.

• Incidence in some areas may be as high as 975 / 100 000 (Futuna)

• During the past decade, occurrence of outbreaks has highlighted the 
strong links between leptospirosis and extreme weather events (Guyana, 
India, Kenya, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, New Caledonia, Nicaragua, the Philippines 
and Thailand).
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A Neglected Disease in Research and Public Health

• PubMed search (15/11/11)

– 7 215 results for 
« leptospirosis »

Versus

– 232 136 for « HIV »

– 193 665 for « tuberculosis »

– 60 149 for « malaria »

– 9 153 for « dengue »
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The example of New Caledonia

• A mandatory notifiable disease 

• A unique diagnosis laboratory at IPNC
– qPCR for early diagnosis
– MAT for late (serological) diagnosis (a panel adapted to the local context)

• Investigation form for epidemiological purposes

� An efficient surveillance system for real time alert
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Source : Dass-NC

In New Caledonia
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Source : Dass-NC

In New Caledonia



Leptospirosis Meeting, November 2011, Suva, Fiji

In New Caledonia

…with epidemics 
correlated to 
pluviometry…

…under strong 
influence of the 
ENSO phenomenon
(La Niña phases).

2001-2005

Goarant C, IPNC
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In New Caledonia

• Rural distribution

• Locally very highly incident 
(flood-prone villages and 
tribes, livestock…
and medical community aware 
of Lepto!)

• Apparent gaps, hardly 
explained?
(both « Grande Terre » and 
Islands - Loyalty and Ile 
des Pins)

~500 / 100 000
1000 x France !

?

Goarant C, IPNC
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Control measures

• Human vaccine does not induce long-term protection and does not provide 
cross-protective immunity against serovars not included in the vaccine.

• In practice, the vaccine is used mainly to manage occupational exposure, 
and little is known about its potential for controlling widespread outbreaks.

• At an individual level, chemoprophylaxis is a recognized option for small 
groups who are sporadically exposed (military personnel), but no evidence 
to support the use of mass chemoprophylaxis during an outbreak.

• It is often not feasible to control animal reservoirs, but this strategy may 
be considered for small, well defined populations.

• The selective control of rodents may be useful in some settings, however 
this domain of public health has been neglected globally.
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Control measures in New Caledonia
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Elsewhere…



Leptospirosis Meeting, November 2011, Suva, Fiji

In the news
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Example of prevention communication
in New Caledonian

Currently shifting to a new message, especially during epidemics:

�« Leptospirosis can kill very rapidly, seek medical advice as soon 
as these first symptoms are observed

• Fever
• Headache
• Myalgia »
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Conclusion

• Leptospirosis is a significant public health concern because of its global 
distribution, the risk of epidemics, and the potentially high case-fatality rates 
when left untreated

Under-
diagnosis
Under-

diagnosis

Under-
reporting
Under-

reporting

Lack of 
awarness
Lack of 

awarness

NeglectedNeglected
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Conclusion

• We need to better suspect the disease

• We need to better diagnose the disease

• We need to better report the disease

• We need to better monitor it

• We need to identify reservoir and strain

• For a better control

• For a better assessment of the burden of disease

• To predict ?

• A multisectoral approach is needed to improve control
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• Age: 1-84 y.o.
(n=439 ; 2006-2009)

• Sex ratio
M/F=1.9/1

• Severity
65% hospitalized
for an average 7.2 
days, including 1.25 in 
ICU (n=135 ; 1st 
semester 2008)

• Lethality < 1.4% 
(n=439 ; 2006-2009)

In New Caledonia

n=439 ; 2006-2009

Goarant C, IPNC


