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Aborigines face leprosy threat

COULD BE WORSE
THAN TRACHOMA

By JACK WATERFORD

Leprosy, mot trachoma, may
B the muost serious ey iranmen-
tal disense facing Aborigines in
the top hall of the WNorthern
Tuerritory,

s with trachoma, treatment can
puw arrest the disease. As wailh
trachoma, it s believed to be a
contiact disease and thus related o
living conditions such as the avail-
abelity of water, good food, shelter,
housing and the extent of crowding.

As with trachoma, leprosy almuost
cerLainly was unkmown in Australia
until white settlement, first begin-
ning to show itsell i the Alligator
Kivers arca uboul 50 years ago. As
with trachoma, it 15-a discase now
almost totilly unknown among the
whites, though it continues Lo ravage
the blacks

O B50 cases of leprosy in the
Sorthern Territory in 1970, almost
all ar the Top End, 720 cases in-
vilved full-blood Aboripimes, while
another 100 cases anvolved  par
Abongines,

The Marthern Territory Medical
Service INTM3S) and other health
authorines an the areas arg well
aware of the problem and devoling
much attention 10 i1, As a resull of
drug treatments now available, only
a very small propartion of known

pushlire WAICH COontinues to
smoulder at the peniphery whilst at
the centre the fire Mickers and dies
leaving scarred and wilted remnants
moals wake™.

“Aborigines in the northern pard
of the Morthern Territary are often
aware of the carly signs ol leprosy”,
his thesis savs al another pont
“Many of them, however, remember
lone pericds of molation from iheir
tribal country and doubt the value
ol the treatment offered them,

“There are other reasons that
prevent or discourage them from
autraching atlennion o any stigma
they may develop.

leprisy cases are active and infec-
tious, and saome of the fereible dee
formitics caused by the discaswe are
capable ol surpery and repar. :

But the discuse 15 not wnder con- 1
ol And the sftention of health <
authorities is still focused on the mll‘fl’
detection and subseguent treatment LU HICH SEEERLD LOwW
of leprosy suffesers rather thap in
attacking some of the conditions in
which the discase spreads.

The leading NTMS expert on
leprosy, Dr 3. C. Hargrave, said in
& thesis two years ago that the
course of leprosy among blacks in
lh‘i.khu::hfmf‘l”?m.? i d!“‘“ st Ab_-l:rriglnn arc seen at {arly
uniike thal of a slowly spreading repular ntervals and ot would be

bushfire which continues 1o
3 rare (or anvone inoany area to be
smoulder at the peninhery whilst at F Frpiss ot

Arcas of leprosy distribution in the Northern Territory

rarc for anvone in any area to be
scen and examined less than once
every five years™

“Survevs Tor leprosy hiave there-
fore gssumed an important place i
the work of the KTMS now for

many years: In the endeme areas, Cases of the disease are now being

found wn Central Australia
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In the worst aflected areas, shown
in the map, much has yet to be done
aboaut Iwing conditions. A majority
of peaple still Iwe i overcrowded
humpees rather than in houses, while
dccess 10 water and pood food s
usually poar Housing programs or-
gamsed by the Catholie Church mis-
stom on Bathurst Island, regarded as
a high risk arca, for enample, will
soon grind (o a halt for lack of
money.
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