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Stop Press: TB just got even deadlier. 
Help build public and political will to fight the increasingly resistant 
threat of tuberculosis. 

 

 
 
Tuberculosis:  the world’s leading infectious killer 

Tuberculosis (TB) is the world’s leading infectious 
killer, now taking the lives of 1.8 million people every 
year. That's almost the total number of lives lost in the 
entire recent Ebola outbreak every 2 days. TB has 
killed more people than any other infectious disease in 
history and now accounts for over 1 in 3 HIV deaths. 

TB is an airborne bacterial infection most often found 
in the lungs. It is a disease of poverty and particularly 
affects people with weakened immune systems. This 
can be due to many factors including HIV co-infection, 
diabetes, and poor sanitation and living conditions.  

Ending the global TB epidemic is one of the targets of 
Global Goal 3. It is vital to ensuring good health and 
well being for all. However, TB is not just a disease 
affecting developing countries. It is found in many of 
the world’s major cities, including London.  

The Global Tuberculosis Report 2016  

This month, the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
published the Global Tuberculosis Report 2016. New 
figures in the report show that there were an 
estimated 10.4 million new TB cases worldwide in 
2015. People living with HIV accounted for 1.2 million 
(11%) of all new TB cases. The report also shows an 
estimated 1.8 million TB deaths during 2015. This is a 
20% revision upwards from last year’s figures (1.5 
million TB deaths). 400,000 of these deaths resulted 
from TB disease among people living with HIV.  

This is the third year in a row that the total number of 
TB cases and deaths has been revised upwards. The 
figures show that the world’s leading infectious killer 
has just become deadlier, with more cases, more 
deaths, and more drug resistance. The world must  
 

 

 

wake up to the magnitude of this growing pandemic. 
We now have better data on TB than ever before, and 
we know what must be done to end TB in our 
lifetimes. World leaders must show increased political 
interest in and commitment to developing new 
vaccines, drugs and diagnostics to take out TB. 

Why are the numbers going up?  

Each year, new data on TB becomes available due to 
better case detection, improved diagnostics, more in-
depth screening and updated national surveys that 
make it possible to capture previously undetected TB 
cases. While the reported numbers are rising, this 
doesn't mean there is more TB than before: things 
have been this bad all along, and it's only now that we 
can see the true extent of the problem.  

Even though reported numbers are going up, the 
global TB response is moving in the right direction – 
albeit very slowly now. Fragile progress has not been 
reversed, but there has always been more TB than 
previously counted. The report is evidence that the 
more TB you look for, the more you find.  

Critically, the increase in the number of TB cases and 
deaths during 2015 can also be attributed to a growing 
number of drug-resistant TB cases. The report 
highlights how almost 580,000 people were estimated 
to have drug-resistant TB in 2015, up from less than 
half a million in 2014.   

Drug-Resistant TB and antimicrobial resistance (AMR) 

Drug-resistant TB occurs when the drugs used to treat 
tuberculosis become ineffective because the TB 
bacteria develops resistance to them. Drug resistance 
can develop due to the long treatment times needed 

New figures released by the World Health Organisation this month show that tuberculosis, the world’s leading 
infectious killer, just got deadlier. There were an estimated 10.4 million new TB cases and 1.8 million TB deaths 
in 2015. This is a 20% revision upwards from last year’s figures, showing that the TB epidemic is a bigger 
problem than we thought. Ending the HIV, TB and malaria epidemics for good is critical to meeting the ambition 
of Goal 3 of the Global Goals – ensuring good health and well-being for all. However, much of the UK public 
believes that TB has already been eradicated, so we need to make this growing pandemic headline news. With 
increasing antimicrobial resistance (including resistance to the antibiotics used to treat TB), new vaccines, drugs 
and tools for diagnosing TB are urgently needed. In September, we celebrated the UK Government’s 
commitment of £1.1 billion to the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and Malaria, helping to save 8 million more 
lives. This leadership must be followed up with increased commitment to research and development into new 
vaccines, drugs and diagnostic tools to tackle this huge global health threat. Please write a Letter to the Editor 
of your local newspaper, telling them about the new figures released in the 2016 Global Tuberculosis Report, 
and calling on the UK Government to support a High Level Meeting on TB in 2017. 

http://www.who.int/tb/publications/global_report/en/


to fight TB. Standard treatment lasts for at least six 
months, with drug-resistant TB treatment taking up to 
two years, and treatment is tough, meaning that 
treatment courses are sometimes not completed. 

A lack of new TB drugs in development means that 
drug resistance is a race with the TB bacteria that we 
could be slowly losing. If drug resistance continues its 
current trajectory, it could undermine progress made 
towards ending the TB epidemic. Since TB is an 
infection treated by antibiotics, drug-resistant TB 
forms part of a broader political agenda to address all 
forms of antimicrobial resistance.  

The O’Neill Review  

In July 2014, former Prime Minister David Cameron 
established a global review on AMR. Former UK 
Treasury Minister and Goldman Sachs Chief Economist 
Lord O’Neill led the review, and its recommendations 
were published in May this year. The review noted 
that “tackling TB and drug-resistant TB must be at the 
heart of any global action against AMR.” It found that, 
if unaddressed, by 2050, TB will be responsible for 
over a quarter of AMR deaths (75 million over the next 
35 years) and cost the global economy US$16.7 
trillion. The O’Neill Review’s recommendations include 
the need for new drugs, new tools for diagnosing TB, 
and more research into a new TB vaccination. 

The Review put AMR on the international agenda. The 
UK was among those pushing for this to be an 
outcome of the recent G20 meeting of world leaders, 
which is now looking at how the international 
community can come together to tackle the challenge. 

At the 2015 General Election, the Conservatives 
pledged to invest in research and development for 
infectious disease, which they have followed through 
by committing £1 billion under the Ross Fund.   

Research and development to tackle TB 

More research and development into new drugs to 
tackle TB is vital. Since TB predominantly affects the 
world’s poorest people, there is little commercial 
incentive, leading to no new drugs entering the 
standard TB treatment in nearly 50 years. Ultimately, 
beating TB will require a new vaccine. The current TB 
vaccine, the BCG, is almost 100 years old and is 

ineffective against the most common forms of TB. A 
more effective vaccine would bypass drug-resistance 
and would be as game-changing as a new drug 
treatment. Pursuing both approaches simultaneously 
is crucial. Addressing the $1.3 billion funding gap into 
TB research and development is of vital importance.   

The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and Malaria  

On 17th September, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB 
and Malaria held its fifth replenishment conference, 
mobilising nearly $13 billion in new resources. 
Grassroots campaigners pushed for a strong UK pledge 
to the Fund, helping persuade the Government to 
pledge £1.1 billion for the next three years. This is an 
incredible achievement that will help to save 8 million 
more lives by 2019. Resources from the Global Fund 
are integral to preventing the development of drug-
resistant strains of the disease by making it possible 
for TB programmes in the countries where the Fund 
invests to diagnose and treat people correctly, and to 
help them stay on treatment to complete it.  

Globally, 6.1 million people were able to access 
treatment last year, but a further 4.3 million people 
missed out, showing that better diagnosis and access 
to care is needed to close this gap.  

What should the UK Government do now? 

The UK’s support for the Global Fund and the Ross 
Fund has demonstrated strong leadership in the fight 
against infectious diseases. The government must now 
build on this leadership with renewed political 
commitment to a concerted global response to 
tackling the increasing threat of a growing and 
increasingly drug-resistant TB pandemic.  

The UN’s Stop TB Partnership is calling for a High Level 
Meeting on TB at the next United Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA) in September 2017. This would be 
the first high-level meeting of its kind on TB, and must 
involve on the highest level of political representation 
and personal commitment from Heads of 
Government. We strongly urge the Prime Minister 
Theresa May to push for and attend such a meeting. 

Take action 

1. Please write a Letter to the Editor of your local newspaper on the new figures released in the 2016 Global 
Tuberculosis Report, explaining how TB, the world’s deadliest infectious disease, just got deadlier. 

2. In your letter, please express support for the UK’s leadership on TB, but say that we now need to take the 
response to TB to a new level. Theresa May should push for and attend a High Level Meeting of world leaders 
on TB at the UN in September. For some ideas to get you started on writing a letter to the editor, take a look at 
the Background Sheet and the Stop TB Partnership’s Factsheet on the High Level Meeting. 

3. Want to find out more about drug-resistant TB and make some noise on social media? Share this article from 
The Independent on the 2016 TB figures: Global TB epidemic prompts fresh warnings amid drug-resistance crisis.  

Remember to share with us any pieces of media that you get published, so that we can amplify them on the 
RESULTS UK social media channels. Thank you for taking action!  

https://amr-review.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/the-ross-fund-combatting-the-worlds-most-serious-diseases
http://www.results.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/November%202016%20Background%20Sheet.pdf
http://www.results.org.uk/sites/default/files/files/UN%20High-Level%20Meeting%20on%20TB.pdf
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/health-news/tb-tuberculosis-who-dismal-progress-to-end-epidemic-drug-resistance-crisis-a7359546.html

