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What we learned from Haruna, a chimpanzee who was found to
have leprosy

Department of Clinical Laboratory Science, Faculty of Medical Technology, Teikyo University

Leprosy Research Center, National Institute of Infectious Diseases

Koichi Suzuki

Summary Leprosy has afflicted humans for millennia and is caused by a chronic infection with
Mpycobacterium leprae (M. leprae). M. leprae is believed to be primarily transmitted by repeated
airborne exposure through close contact with multibacillary (MB) individuals during infancy or
early childhood and that clinical disease is only apparent after decades of incubation. Although
there is speculation that M. leprae parasitizes histiocytes and Schwann cells of peripheral nerves,
there is no serological or biological method to demonstrate subclinical infection.

Skin lesions strongly suggestive of leprosy, were brought to our attention in a research
chimpanzee. The animal was retired in a Japanese sanctuary and in the past, had been used in
hepatitis B and C research after being captured from the wild and brought from Africa. Histological
diagnosis of lepromatous leprosy was made and multidrug therapy (MDT) was started.

We determined single-nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) for 3 reported loci in the M. leprae
genome. The genotype of M. leprae DNA was identified to be originated in West Africa, but not
found in Japan. The evidence strongly suggests that Haruna was infected with M. leprae when she
was in West Africa by the age of 2 and developed leprosy after a 30 year incubation period.

Haruna, who had already contributed to medical research and vaccine development for hepatitis
viruses, helped us prove that an individual infected with leprosy in infancy may exhibit the disease
only after an incubation period lasting several decades. Leprosy might in fact be a common disease
among humans and apes in certain parts of the world, particularly amongst the wild apes in West
Africa.
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