Tuberculosis (TB) is a serious infectious disease caused by the bacterium
Mycobacterium tuberculosis. It primarily affects the lungs but can also impact other
parts of the body. TB spreads through the air when an infected person coughs,
sneezes, or talks, releasing tiny droplets that can be inhaled by others. In South
Africa, TB is a major public health concern, making the TB vaccine an essential tool
in preventing this disease.

What is the TB Vaccine?

The BCG vaccine (Bacillus Calmette-Guérin) is the vaccine used to protect against
TB. It was first developed in the early 20th century and has been administered to
millions of people worldwide. While the BCG vaccine does not completely prevent
TB infection, it significantly reduces the risk of developing severe forms of the
disease, especially in children.

Why is the TB Vaccine Important?

1. Protects Vulnerable Populations: The vaccine is particularly important for
infants and young children, who are more susceptible to severe TB infections
that can lead to serious complications or death.

2. Reduces Severity of Disease: Even if a vaccinated individual does contract
TB, the vaccine helps prevent severe forms of the disease, such as TB
meningitis or disseminated TB.

3. Community Health: By reducing the number of severe TB cases, the vaccine
helps decrease the overall spread of the disease in communities, protecting
those who may not be vaccinated.

Who Should Get the TB Vaccine?

In South Africa, the BCG vaccine is administered to newborns shortly after birth,
ideally within the first few weeks of life. The vaccine is given as an injection into the
skin of the upper arm.

For individuals at higher risk, such as healthcare workers and people living in areas

with high TB rates, further preventive measures may be recommended, including
regular screenings and potentially additional vaccinations if applicable.
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Is the TB Vaccine Safe?
Yes, the BCG vaccine is considered safe. The most common side effects include:

o Soreness or redness at the injection site
« Mild fever in some cases

Severe side effects are rare, and the benefits of vaccination far outweigh the risks,
especially in regions where TB is prevalent.

Common Misconceptions

Some people may believe that the BCG vaccine is ineffective or that it guarantees
complete protection against TB. While the vaccine does not provide 100% immunity,
it plays a crucial role in reducing the risk of severe illness and death from TB.
Additionally, individuals who have received the BCG vaccine can still contract TB,
which is why it’s important to remain vigilant about symptoms and to seek medical
attention if any signs of TB infection occur.
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