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What is lep tospiro sis? How does it di� er from the other in fec tions that are com mon dur ing
the rainy sea son? —es tu dio_ er rnad@gmail.com

Lep tospiro sis is one of the in fec tious dis eases preva lent in our coun try dur ing the rainy sea -
son. Most of these in fec tions, such as ty phoid fever, salmonel losis, shigel losis, hep ati tis A,
and cholera, are food-borne— they only oc cur when we in gest food and water that have been
con tam i nated by �ood wa ter. Lep tospiro sis is a lit tle di� er ent. It can be ac quired, aside from
in gest ing con tam i nated food or water, by sim ply wad ing or swim ming in �ood wa ters.
Lep tospiro sis cases are on the rise in the Philip pines
The last three years have wit nessed a dra matic in crease in the in ci dence of lep tospiro sis in
our coun try. His tor i cally, the dis ease a� icts about 680 Filipinos and re sults in 40 deaths an -
nu ally. But in 2016, 1,673 cases of the dis ease were recorded na tion wide. This �g ure in -
creased by 49 per cent (i.e., 2,495) in 2017, and out of these, 261 re sulted in death. This year,
as of the end of June, more than one thou sand cases of the dis ease have al ready been
recorded na tion wide, with more than a hun dred deaths. Hit hard est is Metro Manila, ac -
count ing for more than a third of the re ported cases, with more than 50 deaths. These num -
bers are pro jected to markedly swell in the next few months be cause, tra di tion ally, the peak
in ci dence of lep tospiro sis has been dur ing the months of July to Oc to ber.

If you have been ex posed to �ood wa ters, you can take an an tibi otic called
doxy cy cline as a pro phy laxis or pre ven tive mea sure against the dis ease.
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Lep tospiro sis and �oods
Lep tospiro sis is caused by a bac terium called Lep tospi rain ter ro gans. It is pri mar ily an in fec -
tion of lower an i mals, such as rats (the most com mon source of hu man in fec tion in the
Philip pines) and other ro dents, cat tle, pigs, horses, and dogs. But in these an i mals, the bac -
te ria rarely cause symp to matic dis ease, thus the an i mals serve as healthy car ri ers. The bac te -
ria are ex creted by in fected an i mals with
their urine. We hu mans get in fected with the bac te ria when we swal low food or water, or
when our skin or mu cosal sur faces (e.g., of the eyes or nose) get in con tact with water that
has been con tam i nated with the urine of in fected an i mals.
Out breaks of lep tospiro sis in hu mans are com mon dur ing the rainy sea son be cause the rains
wash o� the lep tospira bac te ria from the sur face of urine-con tam i nated soils. The bac te ria
then col lect in �ood wa ters and in fect us when we wade or swim in these �ood wa ters. Lep -
tospiro sis is se ri ous in 10 per cent of cases
Lep tospiro sis is gen er ally a be nign, self-lim it ing ill ness that is char ac ter ized by �u-like
symp toms that ap pear two days to four weeks after ex po sure. But in about 10 per cent of
cases, it com pli cates re sult ing in in �am ma tion of vi tal or gans such as the brain, liver, kid -
neys, and lungs. The se vere form of lep tospiro sis, known as Weil’s dis ease, is char ac ter ized
by bleed ing and kid ney fail ure. It has a high mor tal ity rate.
When to see a doc tor
If you have been ex posed to �ood wa ters, seek med i cal con sul ta tion if you ex pe ri ence at least
two of the fol low ing symp toms: myal gia (mus cle pain), calf ten der ness, con junc ti val su� u -
sion (i.e. very red eyes), chills, ab dom i nal pain, headache, jaun dice (yel low ing of the skin or
eyes), and olig uria (i.e., no or lit tle uri na tion). How to pre vent lep tospiro sis
You can pre vent lep tospiro sis by sim ply re frain ing from wad ing or swim ming in �ood wa ters
and wear ing pro tec tive cloth ing, in clud ing rub ber boots and gloves, if con tact with �ood wa -
ters is in evitable.
Ad di tion ally, if you have been ex posed to �ood wa ters, you can take an an tibi otic called doxy -
cy cline as a pro phy laxis or pre ven tive mea sure against the dis ease. The an tibi otics, how ever,
are not 100 per cent e� ec tive. In any case, the Philhealth guide lines in its use among adults
are as fol lows (note: the an tibi otic is not rec om mended for preg nant and lac tat ing women):
• Low-risk ex po sure—those in di vid u als with a sin gle his tory of wad ing in �ood or con tam i -
nated water with out wounds, cuts, or open le sions on the skin: Doxy cy cline 200 mg sin gle
dose within 24 to 72 hours from ex po sure.
• Mod er ate-risk ex po sure—those in di vid u als with a sin gle his tory of wad ing in �ood or con -
tam i nated water and the pres ence of wounds, cuts, or open le sions on the skin, or ac ci den tal
in ges tion of con tam i nated water: Doxy cy cline 200 mg once daily for three to �ve days to be
started im me di ately within 24 to 72 hours from ex po sure.
• High-risk ex po sure—those indi- vid u als with con tin u ous ex po sure (those hav ing more
than a sin gle ex po sure, or sev eral days, such as those re sid ing in �ooded ar eas, res cuers, and
re lief work ers) of wad ing in �ood or con tam i nated water with or with out wounds, cuts, or
open le sions on the skin. Swim ming in �ooded wa ters es pe cially in ur ban ar eas in fested with
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do mes tic/sewer rats and in ges tion of con tam i nated water: Doxy cy cline 200 mg once weekly
un til the end of ex po sure. Note: Email in quiries on health mat ters tomed i cal_notes@ya -
hoo.com


