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Letters

TOXOPLASMOSIS DIAGNOSIS IN PREGNANT
WOMEN INFECTED WITH HUMAN

IMMUNODEFICIENCY
VIRUS I

To The Editors:
Because of the increase of human immunodeficiency virus 1

(HIV) infections in non-risk group-matching women, most of them
of child-bearing age, congenital effects caused by this infection
are an increasing problem in industrialized countries. Although
only -20% of the newborn of HIV-positive mothers are
congenitally infected with the virus (at least in Austria), some
acquired immunodeficiency syndrome-associated pathogens are
known to cause severe infections in the neonatal period and their
importance may be underestimated during the surveillance of such
high risk pregnancies. Congenital toxoplasmosis in unborn children
of HIV-infected mothers can be a life-threatening cerebral, cardiac
or hepatic infection. 1,2 Reactivation of latent Toxoplasma infection
is a common event in acquired immunodeficiency syndrome pa-
tients whereas a primary Toxoplasma infection in HIV-positive
patients seems to be rare. This observation may be attributed to
the above average incidence of Toxoplasma seropositivity in HIV-
infected individuals in Central Europe.3 Thus congenital
Toxoplasma infections in offspring of HIV-infected mothers is
usually attributed to a reactivation in the mother, probably with a
regular occurrence of chronic or intermittent parasitemia.1,4,5 From
unpublished data it is estimated that >50% of the pregnant women
concurrently seropositive to HIV and Toxoplasma gondii
congenitally infect their infants with the parasite. Thus in
countries with a high incidence of latent Toxoplasma infections
(e.g. 57% in the Austrian HIV-positive population3 vs. 39% in
pregnant women of the same age), the newborns of HW-infected
mothers may bear a greater risk for acquiring a severe congenital
toxoplasmosis than for acquiring a congenital HIV infection.

Because there is at least one report demonstrating the efficiency
of therapy in time for a normal fetal outcome in a case of a
maternal central nervous system toxoplasmosis,6 a reliable
diagnosis of the reactivation of the Toxoplasma infection in the
pregnant women and/or of a congenital infection after the
reactivation is of crucial importance. Diagnosis of toxoplasmosis in
the newborn is insufficient in such cases, because there is an
increased risk of severe damage already during the pregnancy.
However, serodiagnosis of toxoplasmosis in HIV-positive persons
is very difficult to carry out because of the subjects' reduced
competence of a de novo synthesis of antibodies, and pregnancy
may aggravate this problem. A chronic or intermittent maternal
Toxoplasma parasitemia maybe life-threatening to the unborn but is
often not to be suspected by  the  gynecologist  because of clinical
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silence. Moreover it cannot be detected by any imaging methods
like computerized tomographic scanning or by conventional
serodiagnosis inasmuch as antibody formation can be very exotic
and inconclusive7; or by parasite DNA detection in amniotic fluid
samples, because this technique is impracticable as a surveillance
method.8 In the European countries with public health systems that
afford a regular toxoplasmosis screening of pregnant women such
as in Austria (on an obligatory basis) or in Germany (voluntary),
the situation is not better because physicians have ill conceived
trust in standard laboratory findings, caused by a combination of a
lack of information, ease and confidence in the traditional system.

Therefore a new intellectual approach is necessary for routine
diagnosis of acute toxoplasmosis in HIV-infected pregnant women,
applicable in cases of suspected acute infections as well as in cases
of clinically silent reactivation and, especially for Europe, suitable as
a screening technique. We propose that an attempt should be made to
establish such a diagnosis on a regular basis, using a one step
analysis of maternal blood combining an IgG antibody test with a
parasite DNA detection by an amplification method (polymerase
chain reaction). This procedure offers several undeniable
advantages; (1) the test material is easily and cheaply obtained and
the analyses may thus be repeated as often as necessary; (2) the
detection of specific IgG antibodies practiced in almost any test
system is an undisputed indicator of an infection even in
immunosuppressed individuals9; and (3) Toxoplasma DNA
detection in white blood cells seems to be a reliable marker of acute
infections in humans.1°

Having gained some experience in diagnosing acute toxo-
plasmosis by combining various serotests and an amplification
method in immunocompetent pregnant women (n = 160)11 and very
limited experience with HIV-infected pregnant women (n = 3) we
consider the above mentioned test combination as the most
effective way for diagnosing a toxoplasmosis reactivation during
pregnancy. Simultaneously the infection status of the pregnant
woman is determined with the consequence of her education about
avoiding a primary infection, and the existence of an acute
toxoplasmosis is ascertained in cases under suspicion with the
consequence of prompt induction of therapy. Moreover testing
maternal blood requires only negligible changes in sample
preparation and shipment for countries with an existing screening
system.

The question is unanswered whether the detection of
Toxoplasma DNA in the blood of a pregnant woman is a proof of
parasitemia (living, infectious parasites floating in the bloodstream)
with its potential for damaging the unborn child. Because any
controlled studies in this field would be ethically problematic and
presumably technically impracticable, this decision will remain a
question of personal estimation for a long time. We believe that
until the contrary has been proved, parasite DNA detection in white
blood cells is the most reliable and practicable technique for
detection of acute toxoplasmosis in HIV-infected pregnant women.
We hope that our suggestion may contribute to prevention of
congenital infections in children of mothers with acquired
immunodeficiency syndrome.
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