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Abstract
Background. Current tests for detection of pleural tuberculosis are hindered by poor sensitivity or high cost. Recent work has demonstrated that microscopic observation and direct susceptibility (MODS) culture allows rapid and sensitive diagnosis of tuberculosis from sputum samples but has not been evaluated for extra-pulmonary tuberculosis. We therefore assessed the performance of this low-cost, non-commercial technique for diagnosing pleural tuberculosis. 

Methodology & Principle Findings. We performed a diagnostic accuracy study comparing the sensitivity of standard and MODS culture methods to diagnose pleural tuberculosis. We recruited patients at the Hospital Dos de Mayo in Lima, Peru, who had suspected pleural tuberculosis on the basis of clinical and radiographic evidence but who could either not provide a sputum sample or whose sputum smear microscopy was negative. These patients underwent both pleural biopsy and thoracentesis. All specimens were cultured by both standard Lowenstein-Jensen and MODS methods. Of the 111 participants who met eligibility criteria, 70 (63.1%) had a confirmed diagnosis of pleural tuberculosis. The most sensitive method was direct culture of pleural biopsy specimens without decontamination; where MODS had significantly greater sensitivity than Lowenstein-Jensen culture (81.4 vs. 51.4%, p<0.001). MODS was also significantly more rapid than Lowenstein-Jensen culture in determining positive cases (11 vs. 24 median days to positive culture, p<0.001).

Conclusions/Significance. MODS culture considerably improves sensitivity and time to diagnosis of pleural tuberculosis compared with traditional culture methods. This method could serve as a low-cost, sensitive, and more rapid method of diagnosing pleural tuberculosis and drug susceptibility.
