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In Toxoplasma gondii infection it is possible to distinguish two successive phases:
the first (primary toxoplasmosis) is characterized by a period of weeks or months in
which the parasite can be found in the blood and lymph nodes in a directly infecting

form. 5 \

It is the symptomatic phase of toxoplasmosis, which is accompanied by enlarged
lymph glands, tiredness, headache, sore throat, a sense of "broken bones",
sometimes fever and enlarged liver and spleen.
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There are also cases of primary toxoplasmosis complicated by severe symptoms,
such as inflammation of the visual area of the eye (chorioretinitis, which can impair
vision) and of the brain, as well as symptoms attributable to an autoimmune

disease.
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The latter eventuality is frequent in AIDS patients or transplant recipients, for whom
the evolution is often dramatic, because the response to therapy is insufficient

The subject who contracts toxoplasmosis remains protected throughout his life from
relapses, because he responds to the infection with the production of specific

antibodies and lymphocytes
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The subject's response to Toxoplasma gondii determines the passage to the second
stage of toxoplasmosis (post-primary toxoplasmosis), characterized by the absence
of clinical and laboratory signs of acute infection, but with the persistence of the
parasite in the body, "encysted" in the muscles and in the brain.




If the immune defenses fail (either due to illness or medical treatments), the
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microorganism can become aggressive again, reprod ge and induce new damage.
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8 Toxoplasmosis is at high risk if it is contracted during pregnancy: the infection can in
fact pass to the baby through the placenta, causing malformations or even
miscarriage or stillbirth in certain circumstances.
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9 Toxoplasmosis therefore represents an important element to be taken into account

in the context of maternal and child health .
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10 At present there is no vaccine against toxoplasmosis: it is therefore not possible to

guarantee its absolute prevention.
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11 However, there are a number of behaviors and practices that can significantly
reduce the risk of contracting this diseade

12 Recent studies (including one published in the British Medical Journal, which also

involved two Italian centres, one in Naples and one in Milan) indicate the
consumption of raw and semi-raw meat as one of the main sources of infection: for
example carpaccio, raw ham, capocollo, tartare, sausages, salted and dried meat
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13 In fact, the results show that the main risk factors are related to diet (from 30 to
63% of cases due to the intake of undercooked pork and lamb).
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14 It is therefore necessary to avoid tasting the meat while preparing it and to wash
your hands very well under running water after touching it
15 It has been calculated in a study carried out on Italian women that, if you avoid
eating raw, semi-raw and cured meats during pregnancy, 41% of infections during
pregnancy can be avoided
16 Another source of contamination (also recently ascertained by a study published in

the British Medical Journal carried out on European women) is the soil of vegetable
gardens and gardens, where infected animals may have defecated
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17 It is therefore necessary that those who carry out gardening activities wash their
hands very well before touching their mouth or the mucous membrane of their eyes
IS
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The same goes for the consumption of fresh fruit and vegetables, which must be
washed thoroughly under running water
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Finally, in recent years attention has been reduced to cats as carriers of the disease,
in particular if it is a domestic cat, fed with canned products and whose litter box is -
changed every day (the parasite cysts hatch after three days at room temperature

and high humidity).
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The real reservoir of toxoplasmosis is instead represented by stray cats, which
become infected by hunting contaminated birds and mice, and which can defecate
in the ground releasing Toxoplasma even for several weeks

If the woman should be infected during pregnancy, it is possible to block the
transmission of the infection to the baby through targeted antibiotic treatment.
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The most commonly used treatment is with spiramycin, an antibiotic well tolerated
by both the mother and the fetus. ’
/
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A review of published scientific papers (available in the BMJ, 1999) on the efficacy
trials of toxoplasmosis therapy in pregnancy highlights the difficulty of producing an
estimate of the efficacy of the treatment due to the scarcity of comparable
randomized studies. )
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Furthermore, a multicenter study has demonstrated that there are more effective
antibiotic combinations at least in preventing the onset of sequelae per year of life:
the use of this combination is mandatory when the transmission of the infection to

the fetus is demonstrated by amniocentesis.
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If treatment has not been adequate or started too late, the baby may have a serious
disease that is visible at birth.




With current treatment options, at least 90% of children with congenital
toxoplasmosis are born without obvious symptoms and test negative at routine

pediatric visits. Uh " D @JKJ\A

Only through more refined instrumental investigations can small anomalies of the
eye and brain be detectable.

The chances of transmission of the maternal infection to the fetus increase as the
pregnancy progresses: children whose mother contracted toxoplasmosis after 16-24
weeks of gestation often appear normal at birth, even if appropriate instrumental
investigations can highlight some anomalies.
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The fetuses infected in the first weeks of pregnancy, on the other hand, are those
who suffer the most serious consequences of the congenital infection: spontaneous
termination of pregnancy, hydrocephalus, brain lesions that can cause mental
retardation and epilepsy, reduced vision that can lead to blindness
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In the world, the incidence of toxoplasmosis is extremely variable: from 3 to 70% of
adults are seropositive for the disease.
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However, the percentage is clearly higher in the case of patients already affected by
immunodeficiency, such as, for example, subjects who have undergone a transplant
or AIDS patients, which reach percentages of 50.
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This variability is a function of the climate (more common in hot countries -humid,
less in cold ones), hygienic conditions (more frequent where the drinking water
flows outdoors and where the faecal contamination of the environment is high),
food habits (more frequent in populations that eat pork compared to those whose
diet is rich in fish).
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In this sense, moving from a country with a low circulation of toxoplasmosis to one
with a high circulation (such as Brazil) represents a possible\risk for the unprotected
pregnant woman. |
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In Italy, it has been calculated that around 60% of pregnant women face a pregnancy
without being protected against toxoplasmosis.
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Probably this quota has been increasing in the last decade, because thanks to the
cold chain and the changed breeding conditions, toxoplasmosis in animals for the
production of meat for human consumption has also been reduced.
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Since the disease is often asymptomatic, ideally it would be good to know one's
status before pregnancy, i.e. to know if antibodies for toxoplasmosis are present in

one's serum.
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It is a simple blood test: called Toxo-test, it allows women to be classified into three
classes: "protected", "susceptible" or "at risk".
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The infection induces the production of specific immunoglobulins in the body: in the
first phase of the disease (the dangerous one for the unborn child) IgM are
produced, subsequently (in a less risky phase) the antibodies produced are of the

IgG class.
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