
TUBERCULOSIS 
Tuberculosis is slipping past quarantine and 
seeding U.S. research colonies, exposing 
workers and undermining science.

Despite decades of regulation, shipments of infected primates continue to enter the U.S., clear quarantine, and seed outbreaks 
in research colonies. The CDC’s own data confirm that TB is an ongoing hazard in the primate import pipeline, yet the agency has 
chosen to leave the system unchanged.

Overview
Tuberculosis (TB), the world’s deadliest infectious disease,1 is an infection caused by organisms in the Mycobacterium tuberculosis 
complex. It can lie dormant for years before erupting into active disease,2 spreading through airborne droplets when an infected 
individual coughs, sneezes, or even breathes. Despite decades of regulation, TB continues to enter U.S. research facilities through 
imported monkeys. Screening still relies primarily on the tuberculin skin test (TST), introduced in the 20th century, which often  
misses early or asymptomatic cases, making detection during the 31-day quarantine period highly unreliable.

Recent Findings

TB continues to be detected in imported primates, both 
during Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 
quarantine and after release into U.S. research colonies.

The CDC has reported a rise in cases since 2021, 
including post-quarantine positives from shipments that 
had already produced TB cases in quarantine.4

Infections have been identified in monkeys imported 
from every major supplier country, including Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Mauritius, the Philippines, and Vietnam.

Limitations of Current Testing

The TST is the primary CDC-mandated screening tool  
but fails in animals recently vaccinated for measles8 or  
who are stressed or immunocompromised. The TST  
cannot reliably detect latent TB. 

Modern alternatives, such as interferon-gamma release  
assays, remain absent from U.S. import protocols.

Facility records show that monkeys are often tested  
for tuberculosis only after they develop symptoms,  
allowing silent infections to spread undetected.

Historical Context

Concerns about TB in laboratory primates are 
longstanding. Between 1938 and 1940, U.S. institutions 
documented more than 500 confirmed cases in research 
monkeys.3 That figure alone was alarming, but given the 
TST’s well-known limitations, the true number of infected 
monkeys was almost certainly much higher. These early 
outbreaks underscored how easily the disease spreads 
among imported monkeys and confined colonies as 
well as how difficult it is to detect in monkeys. The same 
systemic weaknesses remain today.

Notable Examples

In 2023, Charles River Laboratories, a major contract 
research organization, imported 540 macaques from 
Vietnam; 32 tested positive for Mycobacterium orygis, 
a TB strain never before recorded in U.S. imports.5 The 
strain persisted in colonies more than a year later.

In 2019, 20 macaques imported for HIV research all cleared 
quarantine, yet chest X-rays revealed that one animal was 
carrying latent TB, rendering the shipment unusable.6

One macaque at the Washington National Primate 
Research Center tested negative 16 times over six years 
before TB was confirmed at necropsy.7
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