BCG Vaccine – Current use, safety & skin
test
The BCG vaccine is the only TB vaccine currently available, although there are other TB
vaccines under development. Although far from perfect, the BCG vaccine is a relatively
inexpensive, safe, and readily available vaccine that is still the only vaccine available for the
prevention of human forms of TB.

Who is given the BCG vaccine?
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The BCG vaccine is normally given to children as it has been shown to provide very good
protection against the disseminated forms of TB in children, including TB meningitis.
However the protection provided against pulmonary TB in adults is very variable. So the
BCG vaccine is not generally given to adults.1
The BCG vaccine is one of the most widely used of all current vaccines, and overall it reaches
more than 80% of all new born children and infants in countries where it is part of the
national childhood immunization programme.2 The World Health Organisation (WHO)
monitors the estimated coverage of the BCG vaccine in every country. 3
Not every country that could do so gives the vaccine to all children. Generally countries
where there is a high level of TB use the BCG vaccine to vaccinate all children. Some
countries with a low level of TB, such as the United States and England do not give all
children the vaccine, but only those considered at particular risk. The United States has never
vaccinated all children, but in the United Kingdom all children were given the vaccine until
2005.4

BCG vaccine for babies in the UK
In the UK the BCG vaccine is recommended for all babies up to one year old who:




are born in areas where the rates of TB are high
have one or more parents or grandparents who were born in countries with a high
incidence of TB.5

Newborn babies can be given the vaccine soon after birth. Infants less than 6 months of age
do not need to be tested with a tuberculin skin test (the Mantoux test) before the
administration of BCG, but those over six months of age do.6

BCG vaccine for older children in the UK
The BCG vaccination is recommended for all older children and adults at risk of TB
including:




older children with an increased risk of TB who were not vaccinated against TB when
they were babies
anyone under 16 who has come from an area where TB is widespread
anyone under 16 who has been in close contact with someone who has pulmonary TB
(TB infection of the lung).

The BCG vaccine and the TB skin test
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People who have had the BCG vaccine will often then have a positive result to a TB skin test.
This makes it more difficult to establish whether someone has latent TB. This is one of the
reasons that the vaccine is not used in some countries.7
The skin test will often be given before BCG vaccination. If there is a positive result to the
skin test indicating that the person already has some immunity to TB, then the BCG
vaccination will not be given. Giving the BCG vaccine to someone who already has some
immunity, provides no benefit and could cause unpleasant side effects.8

Shortage of BCG vaccine

There has been a shortage of the BCG vaccine in the European Union since April of 2015. It
is now not expected that supplies will return to normal until 2017.9 In England it is said that
supplies of BCG ran out in the summer of 2016.

BCG vaccine safety issues
In the early years of the use of the BCG vaccine there were some concerns about safety, and
there was the Lubeck disaster. Subsequently for many years there was little concern about
safety. However it is now considered that the use of the BCG vaccine in children who are
immune compromised, such as children with HIV, could result in them having an infection
caused by the BCG vaccine itself. This is because the BCG vaccine contains a live but very
weakened form of a bacteria called Mycobacterium bovis. This is not the same bacteria
though as the bacteria that causes TB in humans, which is called Mycobacterium
tuberculosis.10 11

Replacing the BCG vaccine
The organisation AERAS was set up in 2003 to develop new, safe, effective and affordable
vaccines to replace the BCG vaccine. A new vaccine will need to protect against all strains of
TB including the different types of drug resistant TB. The vaccine will also need to be
suitable for use in preventing TB in children, adolescents and adults, as well being safe for
use in people who are infected with both HIV and TB.12
AERAS is supporting the clinical testing of six possible new TB vaccines any one of which
could be a suitable vaccine to replace BCG. In October 2012 it was announced that in
connection with Glaxo, AERAS will in 2013 begin a phase IIB study in Kenya, India and
South Africa. It is planned that this vaccine if successful would be used alongside the existing
BCG vaccine.13
Another potential TB vaccine also designed to be used in conjunction with BCG is MVA85A.
In February 2013 the results were announced of a phase 2B trial of MVA85A.14 This
disappointingly showed that MVA85A did not provide any significant effectiveness against
either tuberculosis or M. tuberculosis infection, although some people considered that:
“the findings … are not a terminal prognosis for MVA85A, or for any of the other
tuberculosis vaccines in development.”15

Read more
You can read more about the History of the bcg vaccine
or about TB treatment.
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