Providing Support to Patients Infected with Stage 4 Leprosy
(20th December 2016)
Hansen’s disease also known as Leprosy is a chronic, progressive bacterial infection
caused by the bacterium Mycobacterium Leprae. This once feared as an aggressively
transmissible disease is curable and not hereditary as some people, even
nowadays,
may assume. Leprosy is contagious but can only be caught if a person comes into close
and repeated contact with someone with untreated leprosy. Contrary to what many
people often think, it is not a highly communicable disease and when an infected person
is placed on medication, most of the bacteria are killed within a few days. A week after
treatment has commenced, the risk of spreading the disease is considerably lowered.
Leprosy in Thailand dates back further than 60 years with the most concentration of
cases found in Isaarn, Northeastern Region of the country. There are various types of
leprosy and this is determined according to a person’s immune response to the disease.
1. Intermediate Leprosy – This is the earliest and mildest form, with symptoms
barely visible. Patients with strong immunity may be cleared of the infection on
their own between 2 to 3 months.
2. Tuberculoid Leprosy – This is a mild, less severe form of leprosy commonly found
in Thailand. The victim has partial immunity, insufficient to destroy all the bacteria.
Although not contagious and may be cured between 1 to 3 years, the affected
area of skin may feel numb due to underneath nerve damage thus subsequent
loss of function may occur, eventually crippling the victim.
3. Borderline Leprosy – People with this type of leprosy have
symptoms of both the Tuberculoid and Lepromateus
forms. During this stage, the disease may regress,
improve or stay the same. Infection is detected but is not
yet contagious.
4. Lepromatous Leprosy – This is the most severe form of
the disease and more contagious than Tuberculoid
leprosy. The victim has very little or entirely no immunity
against the disease. As bacteria spreads all over body,
onset of symptoms may include nasal stuffiness,
discharge or bleeding, and swelling of the legs and
ankles. Later during progression, nose becomes
misshapen or collapses, ear lobes thicken, fingers and

toes become clawed, limbs and muscles weaken, glaucoma or blindness occurs
as well as sterility and internal organ infection. There are widespread skin rashes,
bumps and lesions, and gradual disfigurement continues between 5 to 10 years.
How Contagious is Leprosy?
Leprosy cannot be contracted by simply touching someone with the disease, as is
commonly believed. It only occurs when there is close, repeated and extended
interaction with someone whose infection is in an advanced phase or Lepromateus
stage. Acquisition usually transpires from nasal secretions or droplets. This spread
happens when the bacterium travels from person to person by way of the respiratory
tract, through contaminated droplets and discharges from the nose or mouth that are
released during coughing or sneezing. Individuals who inhale the contaminated droplets
can develop leprosy; likewise these droplets can also infect others by entering breaks in
the skin. Sharing of clothes or beddings and personal items
may cause the disease to spread as well.
Leprosy is not highly contagious. Only 5% of the entire
world population is susceptive to contracting leprosy because
normally, people especially adults have a natural immunity to
the disease, although children are more vulnerable as their
immunologic defenses are still weak.
The bacterium that causes leprosy, which can only be
visualized microscopically, primarily affects the skin,
peripheral nerves and upper respiratory tract. It is slowgrowing and people who develop leprosy typically incubate
the infection for 3 to 5 years before manifesting illness. In
most cases, it takes a very long time before symptoms and signs of leprosy emerge and
become visible. This bacterium can survive outside the human body for 9 days.
The most important factor in resistance to the
disease is the body’s immunity. Naturally, people's
immune systems are able to eliminate leprosy during
the early infection stage before severe symptoms
even arise. Not everyone who is infected with
Mycrobacterium Leprae develops leprosy as some are
able to respond against the disease, except for those

with abnormal immune system or reduced immune function.

Complications of (Stage 4) Lepromateus Leprosy
Leprosy causes nerve damage in three main areas of
the body (face, hands and feet). During infection, the sensory
and motor functions in these areas are compromised causing
crippling or deformity. Serious complications may include hair
loss including the eyebrows or eyelashes, muscle and limb
weakness, inability to use hands and feet, curved fingers or
toes, lesions on palm or soles of feet, glaucoma or blindness,
and facial disfigurement.
Early diagnosis and treatment as well as keen
adherence to medication generally prevent disability related
to the disease. Additionally, health education including proper
hygiene and self-awareness can ward-off potential
complications.
Additional Information about Leprosy
•

Appearance of light circular patch on skin, spots or rashes that is not itchy or
feeling of numbness must be referred for consultation immediately.

•

Anyone who has close contact with an infected person such as family member or
friend should go for annual medical examination.

•

Patients who take medication regularly will be cured permanently and will not
contaminate others.

•

Severe physical and neurological damage resulting in permanent disability are
irreversible even if cured.

Encouragement as a Tool to Empower Patients
Persons affected by leprosy or by disabilities face
various forms of stigma that have a deep impact on
their lives. Even those who are cured of the diseaseor

are undergoing treatment still remain trapped in the vicious circle of self-pity and loss of
self-worth.
Because the management of leprosy is
extensive and tedious, with some cases taking up
between 2 to 6 years of continuous medication, this
lengthy yet effective process however has created a
negative feeling and adverse behavior among
patients. Many easily give up and lose determination
resulting in unsuccessful elimination of the disease.
So in order to keep the patient positive and ensure
cooperation in adhering to the treatment,
encouragement is necessary. The strength of the
person’s social support network and the attitudes of
the people in the network are as important as the
medication itself in achieving a successful battle
against the disease.

Building Encouragement
One of the most influential factors in combating any disease-related stigma is
encouragement. Any negative attitudes that seem to be the result of false perceptions
and limited knowledge about leprosy and disabilities, both in society and by the victims
themselves can severely damage the patient’s confidence and self-value. Most victims
become increasingly concerned about negative comments from others because of their
different appearance, physical deformity, and disabilities.
They themselves, as well as their families and community
members, regard their oddness as something undesirable
thus the longing to be healed becomes very difficult. They
become isolated and lack motivation to continue
treatment increasing the risk of the disease progressing
and resulting to disability and complications. So in order to
overcome anxiety and prevent these damaging emotions,
the patient must first be able to come to terms with the
reality that their physical condition is likely to be a
permanent part of their life. By maintaining a positive
attitude while committing oneself to following doctor’s

instructions and taking medication regularly, victims can be cured. Likewise, family and
friends should be supportive and steer the patient away from worries and negative
thoughts by being more understanding and sensitive to their feelings.The challenge and
success to change the victim’s attitude towards his or her situation can only be achieved
through the collective effort of everyone affected including the victims themselves, their
relatives and friends.

Leprosy Statistics in Thailand
In 2015, there has been 467 (00.07 % for every 10,000 persons) registered patients
undergoing treatment around the country.
Recorded Cases
•
•
•
•

Naratiwat
Pattani
Nakhon Ratchasima
Buriram/Bangkok

47 cases
34 cases
23 cases
22 cases

•

Chayaphum / Si Saket

21 cases

It may be noted that the soaring labour migration in the Asean Economic
Community (AEC) may raise the risk of many diseases including leprosy in Thailand.
Recently, there have been a number of infection cases found among migrant workers
coming from Myanmar and other neighboring countries. Measures must be taken to
avoid transmission and prevent the spread of the disease.
The disabilities resulting from Stage 4 leprosy are damaging and permanent. Victims
may be totally healed from the disease yet are left with irreversible deformities such as
face disfiguration including permanent swelling, bumps, and lumps, clawed hands or
stumped feet. Because of this, stigma and discrimination becomes prevalent mainly due
to lack of understanding and knowledge about the disease as well as misconceptions
about transmission and treatment. Victims end up being ostracized, feared and have
decreased status in the community. They experience difficulties in finding employment,
suffer from reduced educational opportunities, and eventually become destitute,
resorting to begging as the only way of survival.

Our late beloved King Bhumibol Adulyadej had a passion for providing care and
comfort to leprosy victims. His interest and commitment to eradicate the disease and
minimize cases in Thailand resulted in his establishment of the Raj Pracha Samasai
Foundation nearly six decades ago. The institute located at Prapadaeng, Samut Prakan
is home to leprosy victims with special emphasis on patients infected with Stage 4
leprosy. The foundation offers medical treatment as well as skills development programs
for patients with disabilities. Additionally, the center provides education facilities for
children of leprosy patients who are not able to attend regular schools elsewhere.
The Lionheart Society is truly inspired by His Majesty’s commitment to helping the
poor and lowly. His dedication to alleviate suffering among the destitute and
disadvantaged has motivated many including our group to continue his work and
participate in some of his initiatives. Our support for patients at the The Raj Praja Samai
Institute is one that is simple yet sincere which hopefully can bring much needed joy to
these victims who are lonely, helpless and feel unwanted.
Through our Lioncare project, we have visited the institution to meet the patients
and have donated gifts of amenities and various necessities as well as soft foodstuffs as
the patients suffer from delicate teeth. We were able to converse with the patients and
discovered that many had been abandoned early in their lives, some for over a decade,
and now reside at the hospital. Furthermore, when communicating with them, we had to
speak with great volume as many could not hear due to nervous damage from their
afflictions.
Following His Majesty’s footsteps, we hope that we can continue responding in
helping ways and create a certain kind of compassion and sensitivity towards those who
are

suffering and needing care. As always, we are very grateful for these opportunities and
we look forward to supporting many other life-changing projects in the near future.

The Lionheart Society Sponsors Institutionalized Elderly Patients with
Leprosy
The Lionheart Society has initiated a new project called “Boosting the Morale of
Elderly Leprosy Patients through Excursions and Temple Visits”. The budget allocated
for this initiative is 23,000 Baht per year which will fund several daytrips for 20 elderly
leprosy patients who are physically fit to participate.

The Raj Pracha Samasai Institute
located in Samutprakan province is an
establishment that shelters and provides
treatment to elderly leprosy patients as
well as those with disabilities. Most of the
patients at the facility are very old, frail,
and almost totally helpless, requiring
more attention due to some physical
impairment that prevent them from
looking after themselves. Many are
abandoned or rejected by their family
and relatives, despite not being
contagious. Sadly, even though
nowadays that people are more
receptive of the infection and the
perception and understanding about
leprosy has improved, the social stigma
associated with the disease is still
prevalent. Because of this, many elderly
patients are neglected by their own families, leaving them endure a lonely and isolated
life at the center. As they grow older, they become even weaker and more dependent
on others in performing daily living functions.

The institution is well-aware of the mental, physical and emotional condition of these
patients so measures have been taken to uplift their morale, encouraging them to be
more optimistic. As the medical professionals at the center believe that social support
and social interaction have a positive influence on patient’s physical and mental health,
the institute has incorporated social activities such as field trips and group excursions
usually to parks, temples and other interesting places into their regular therapy
programs. These trips are organized 4 times a year with the main purpose of cheering
the patients up, hopefully lowering occurrences of stress, depression and anxiety
among the infected.

In line with this project, during our Christmas break on December…2016, the
Lionheart Society paid a visit to the institution to see for ourselves how the patients
were doing. The two-storey building housed 30 elderly patients with separated sections
for male and female. The absence of an elevator has prevented the weakly patients from
travelling from one floor to another, forcing them to spend most of their time within the
limited space of their confinement. In addition to this, we noticed that the view from the
windows of the building was a crematory facility which unfortunately has added to the
gloomy and miserable atmosphere of the place, making the patients feel even more
depressed. The majority of these elders have been confined in this institute for quite
some time now and rarely
have the opportunity to go
outside the building
premises.
Having witnessed the
condition of the patients, we
felt heart-broken because
not only have they been
terribly suffering from the
effects of this chronic illness
but withstanding a life of
loneliness and seclusion. It
was one of the most pitiful
sights we have ever seen as
they were housed in
cubicles, most of them disfigured and missing limbs, toes, fingers, noses or ears.
Blindness and low vision were common, too so moving around was all the more difficult
for them.
Our initial contact with the patients was not easy, there was a feeling of
apprehension as they were not used to visitors or guests, but gradually, we were able to
gain their trust, making them feel more relaxed and comfortable. They were moved by
our visit and very appreciative of our donations.
During this trip, we also learned that a leper colony existed behind the institute and
were able to visit them and donated rice from struggling Thai farmers to them in order to
support our other project as well. More than 800 people affected by the disease and
their families live in huts and shelters within the walled enclosure. Because victims are
most often ostracized and some even feared, it has been very difficult for them to rejoin

the society. As they lose the opportunity to seek employment, find regular jobs or attend
school, for many, scavenging or begging eventually became their way of life in order to
survive. At present many are already cured of the disease but are permanently disabled,
often with a terrible quality of life without the prospects of a better future.
The purpose of this project was to reach out to the victims especially the elderly
who are distraught and feel unwanted. Leprosy is a physical condition that is curable;
however it leaves its victims not only maimed or crippled but also shunned and ridiculed.
It may be noted that our late H.M. King Bumiphol was himself very involved and
concerned about the leprosy problem in the country so the urgency to eradicate the
disease and minimize cases was to him an issue of great importance. Among his
thousands of projects, he adopted the Raj Pracha Samasai Foundation into his royal
patronage by initiating the total integration of leprosy control into the public health
system. Through this initiative, our beloved king has given so much optimism to many
who have lost hope and are suffering from discrimination and neglect. His generosity,
compassion and kindness should serve as an inspiration to all of us to do good and be
sympathetic to other people’s sufferings, hence the Lionheart Society is proud to be a
part of this effort and we hope that in our small way, we are able to follow the footsteps
of our father, H.M. King Bhumibol.

Work experience for the leprosy patients

Houses in the community, composed of the families of leprosy victims

Reflections
The Lionheart Society was recently given the opportunity to visit and
observe elderly leprosy patients and families of other leprosy victims as
part of the Lioncare project. Several of the patients we saw and spoke with
were mentally and physically broken, from years of enduring the disorder,
whilst most others remained coherent. We gave them donations of towels,
water bottles and money, with which they could improve their quality of life.
In spite of all the pain and suffering I saw on the surface, I could still see
strength in them as well as hope. The trip reaffirmed my belief that “an act
of kindness no matter how small, is never wasted”. – Pete S11
The Lioncare project this year aims to raise awareness and finance
towards elderly leprosy patients. We had the opportunity to visit a
community and hospital for leprosy victims. Smiles spread across the face
of the patients as we gave them early New Year gifts like towels and water
bottles. Although this disease may be hard to cure, I'm sure that the kind
gestures from the Lionheart Society can reach a wound that only
compassion can heal. -Prodpran K12
On the 20th of December, we went to visit patients who were infected with
Leprosy. It was an unforgettable experience, getting to see the conditions
they were in and knowing that they've been excluded from society.
However, it was touching to see their appreciation and their warm welcome
for us, the Lionheart Society, allowing us to be able to visit and donate
goods for them to use. - Prance S10
On the 20th of December, I went on the Lioncare Trip to Samut Prakan
where we visited a hospital in which people with leprosy were admitted into
and a village where their relatives live in. We talked to the patients and
donated rice and money along with towels and water bottles that were
given directly to them. I learnt that these people, despite being cured
completely of the disease, find it difficult to return to the society due to the

physical and psychological damage caused. I was grateful that I was able to
participate in this trip to make a difference in their lives, big or small.
-Nin B11
On the trip to the hospital in Samut Prakan we visited people who were
suffering from leprosy. We donated rice and money to the hospital. We also
talked to the elders and gave them towels and water bottles. On the trip, I
learnt that for people infected by this disease, it is not only hard for them to
fight against the disease, but fighting to gain acceptance from society is
even harder. I'm very grateful to be able to take part in this trip and hope
that our help mean something to them. -Wendy C11
It was very heart-warming to see the smiles of the elderly patients when we
went up to greet and give gifts to each of them. - Poon So12
After the trip to Rajapracha samadhi, I realized that there are people
around us who are suffering, in pain and diseased. I felt delighted to be part
of the Lionheart Society and give out rice, clothes and other resources to
help the elders and other people that are having difficulties. - Gene B12
We visited elderly people who are suffering from Leprosy, we gave them
gifts and wished them a happy new year. I've learnt that although, Leprosy
is contagious, the chance of catching the disease is extremely rare; staying
away from them will just worsen, both the patients physical health and also
their mental health. - Poon K9

