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Abstract
The anergy of malnutrition limits the utility of tuberculosis skin testing in resource-poor countries.  Zinc has been implicated in cutaneous hypersensitivity and we therefore investigated the effect of topical zinc cream on TB skin testing in a double-blind, randomised, placebo-controlled study in Peru.  Five-unit Mantoux tests were performed simultaneously on both forearms, with zinc cream applied to one side only.  In 50 healthy volunteers, the topical zinc caused a 34% (P<0.001) increase in the diameter of induration.  Zinc deficient individuals had smaller skin tests (P=0.04), but greater augmentation with topical zinc (P=0.02).  Mantoux test reactions on both arms were 30-49% larger than those in healthy individuals randomly selected from the same population who had no cream applied (P<0.005), implying that systemic zinc absorption affected the contra-lateral arm.  Similarly, zinc cream caused a 24% increase in the size of Mantoux test reactions in 50 hospital patients with suspected TB disease (P<0.0001).  The local effect of zinc cream was strongly statistically significant compared with the placebo arm, but the greatest biological effect was the systemic augmentation of skin tests compared with people who had no creams applied.  These results demonstrate that zinc supplementation modifies tuberculosis immunity and may have implications for improving tuberculosis diagnosis.

