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Reactivation of cutaneous tuberculosis induced

by trauma: A case report

Reactivación de la tuberculosis cutánea inducida por
traumatismo: presentación de un caso

A previously healthy 63-year-old female reported falling down

on her left arm four months ago, and development of two  sep-

arate ecchymotic lesions within a  couple of days. The arm was

covered with her clothes and skin overlying the traumatized region

remained intact. The lesions disappeared but 2 weeks later, two

draining lesions were observed on the same region. There were

two cutaneous lesions measuring 2 cm × 3 cm on her left ante-

rior forehand and was a  left axillary lymphadenopathy (LAP)

of 1 cm × 1.5 cm.  Her past and family history were negative for

tuberculosis, tattooing or acupuncture. The analytical parameters

were: hemoglobin 14 g/dl, leukocyte 5500/mm3 (50% neutrophils,

42% lymphocytes), erythrocytes sedimentation rate 13 mm/h, and

CRP = 3 mg/L (normal: 0–5).

She had no fever. Chest X-ray, plain film of left arm, and tho-

rax and abdomino-pelvic computed tomography were normal.

Tuberculin skin test was positive (induration 35 cm × 30 cm). The

magnetic resonance of the left arm revealed two  subcutaneous

nodular lesions. The samples from the skin and LAP remained

negative for acid-fast bacilli (AFB) but both were positive for

Mycobacterium tuberculosis DNA. Cultures on Löwenstein–Jensen

(after 5 weeks of incubation) and MGIT media (after 3 weeks)

yielded M.  tuberculosis susceptible to isoniazid, rifampicin, strep-

tomycin, ethambutol. Skin and LAP samples showed caseating

granulomatous inflammation. Ehrlich–Ziehl–Neelsen staining of

the granulomatous tissue were negative for AFB. The patient was

treated successfully with the regimen (intensive phase: 2 months,

and maintenance phase: 4 months). On follow-up, the discharge

disappeared and LAP resolved in  the 2 months of the treatment.

She has been doing well for 12 months without any complication.

The patient had unhealing skin lesions for months and was diag-

nosed as cutaneous tuberculosis due to reactivation in  the skin after

microbiological and histopathological studies of the tissue sam-

ples. Trauma was thought to induce the reactivation by decreasing

the local resistance since her skin was covered with clothes when

she fell down and the overlying skin remained intact. Therefore,

it was not considered as primary, exogenous source of tuberculo-

sis. On the other hand, the environment contains non-tuberculous

mycobacteria; our patient yielded M.  tuberculosis.

During the period of primary tuberculosis, tuberculous bacilli

may  spread to all the tissues including skin. In this process, the dis-

ease can be controlled spontaneously. Tuberculin skin test can be

turned to be reactive. One year after this primary infection, 5% of the

remaining develops reactivation tuberculosis, unless they become

immunocompromised.1,2 Cutaneous tuberculosis from hematoge-

nous spread can develop due to either bacillemia during the course

of primary tuberculosis or reactivation of the bacilli previously

disseminated and controlled. During the course of disseminated

tuberculosis, uncontrolled severe bacillemia may  cause to  the

involvement of several organs including the skin.3,4 Therefore,

cutaneous tuberculosis from hematogenous spread may  present

with primary tuberculosis, reactivation of tuberculosis or a com-

plication of miliary tuberculosis.

Cutaneous lesions are frequently caused by  some infections

such as mycobacteria, fungi, bacteria, and parasites. These are

often signs of localized or disseminated disease. Their appearance

may  be  pathognomonic but is often nonspecific. Therefore, skin

biopsy is  essential for definitive diagnosis. Microscopic, culture and

histopathological examinations of tissue samples should be per-

formed. Scrofuloderma results from the direct extension of  the

infection from a  deep structure into the overlying skin.5 The neck

is often involved, with the cervical lymph nodes. Lupus vulgaris is

a chronic paucibacillary form of cutaneous tuberculosis that rep-

resents a reactivation of tuberculous infection.5 It may  occur due

to  direct extension from an underlying focus of infection or by

hematogenous spread. Nontuberculous mycobacteria are a group

of bacteria naturally found in  soil, water and dust and the incidence

of their skin diseases is increasing.6 They develop after trauma,

surgery, or a  cosmetic procedure. Skin lesions include abscesses,

nodules, or ulcers but may  not  be distinctive. A  high index of  sus-

picion is  required in order to make the diagnosis. Tuberculids are

commonly considered cutaneous hypersensitivity reaction to M.

tuberculosis antigens in patients with moderate or  high immunity

against the tubercle bacillus.7 They are a  group of dermatoses that

tubercle bacilli cannot be isolated from the skin lesions.

In conclusion, cutaneous tuberculosis should be included in  the

differential diagnosis in lesions with a  subacute-chronic course, not

healing with antibiotics, negativity of non-tuberculosis cultures,

and draining sinus.
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