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Tuberculosis, a disease many believed was largely under control, is once again on the rise
across the United States and the globe. As cases climb to levels not seen in over a decade,
Americans are urged to stay informed about how tuberculosis spreads, the warning signs to
watch for, and the proven treatments that can prevent serious illness and save lives.

Tuberculosis Surge: Recognizing Symptoms
and Treatment Options

—



Tuberculosis, commonly known as TB, was once the leading cause of death in the United
States during the 19th and early 20th centuries. It primarily affects the lungs, though it can
damage almost any organ. Before antibiotics were introduced in the 1950s, sanatorium
facilities that emphasized fresh air and isolation offered the best hope for recovery. Thanks
to decades of medical advances, TB rates in America declined sharply, but complacency
has proven risky. According to provisional data from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, more than 10,000 new cases were reported in 2024, marking an 8%
increase over the prior year and the highest count since 2011.

Unlike common respiratory infections, tuberculosis is not easily transmitted. It spreads
when someone with active TB coughs, speaks, or sings, releasing airborne droplets that
linger in enclosed spaces. However, casual contact, such as shaking hands or sharing
food,d does not spread the bacteria. People with strong immune systems can carry the
bacterium Mycobacterium tuberculosis without developing symptoms. This condition,
called latent TB, can persist for years undetected. Individuals with latent TB do not feel ill
and are not contagious, though they should consider preventive treatment to avoid
developing active disease.

Active tuberculosis develops when the bacteria multiply and spread. Those affected can
experience a persistent cough lasting more than three weeks, chest pain, fever,
unintentional weight loss, and night sweats. Because active TB is contagious and can be
fatal without treatment, early diagnosis is critical. A healthcare provider typically begins by
reviewing a patient’s medical history and conducting a physical examination. Blood tests or
a skin test are common diagnostic tools. In some cases, chest X-rays and sputum analysis
help confirm the infection.

Treatment regimens for tuberculosis require strict adherence over several months to be
effective. For latent TB, medication courses can range from three to nine months and may
include drugs such as Isonazid or Rifampin. Active TB generally requires a combination of
antibiotics, including Ethambutol, Rifampin, and Pyrazinamide, for up to nine months. Failure
to follow the prescribed treatment plan increases the risk of drug-resistant TB, a more
difficult strain to cure.

Prevention remains a shared responsibility. People with active TB should stay home, wear a
protective mask, and cover their mouths when coughing or sneezing until their healthcare
provider confirms they are no longer infectious. Good ventilation and consistent treatment
are vital to stopping the spread.



While tuberculosis no longer holds the same grip on American society as it once did, rising
cases are a reminder that vigilance matters. Staying informed about symptoms and
ensuring proper care can help protect both individuals and their communities from this
enduring infectious threat.


