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Abstract

In haemodialysis patients, anergy and impaired cell-mediated immunity reduce the sensitivity of the tuberculin skin test (TST).  Sub-clinical zinc and vitamin D deficiency are common in haemodialysis and impair cell-mediated immunity. Zinc and vitamin D supplementation can augment antimycobacterial immunity and we therefore assessed their utility for correcting false-negative TSTs during haemodialysis. Seven of the 48 recruited patients (15%) had a positive baseline TST >10mm (5 international units) and were not further studied. The remaining 41 immediately received a second TST that was covered with aqueous cream BP containing placebo, vitamin D or 1% zinc sulphate in a randomised, double-blind manner. In the control group, 1/15 (7%) subjects had a baseline positive TST response and on retesting, placebo cream caused no significant change in TST size (P=0.07) such that 4/15 (28%) had a positive second response. In contrast, zinc cream caused the second TST to be significantly larger than the first (P=0.002) such that 2/21 (10%) of baseline tests were positive, rising to 12/21 (57%) with zinc cream. The Vitamin D group (n=5) was stopped when interim analysis suggested no effect. In conclusion, topical zinc augmented the TST and may facilitate latent tuberculosis diagnosis in haemodialysis patients.
