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Abstract.

As a result of global migration, a significant number of people with Trypanosoma cruzi infection now live

in the United States, Canada, many countries in Europe, and other non-endemic countries. Trypanosoma cruzi menin-
goencephalitis is a rare cause of ring-enhancing lesions in patients with acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS)
that can closely mimic central nervous system (CNS) toxoplasmosis. We report a case of CNS Chagas reactivation in an
AIDS patient successfully treated with benznidazole and antiretroviral therapy in the United States.

Trypanosoma cruzi meningoencephalitis is a rare cause of
ring-enhancing lesions in patients with acquired immuno-
deficiency syndrome (AIDS) that can closely mimic central
nervous system (CNS) toxoplasmosis. Diagnosis is often
delayed and mortality is 79-100% despite treatment'~; to our
knowledge, only four cases of 7. cruzi meningoencephalitis in
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)-infected patients have
been reported in the United States.>® None of the four
patients have survived. We report a case of CNS Chagas
reactivation in an AIDS patient successfully treated with
benznidazole and antiretroviral therapy in the United States.

A 49-year-old right-handed woman originally from Honduras
was admitted to our hospital with a 3-week history of progres-
sive altered mental status, headache, and right-sided weakness.
On the day of symptom onset, she presented to an outside
hospital and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) of the brain
revealed two ring-enhancing lesions associated with edema.
She was also diagnosed with AIDS (CD4 count of 38 cells/uL
and an HIV viral load of 375,000 copies/mL). The patient
underwent an MRI-guided biopsy of the left parietal lesion
and was diagnosed with cerebral Toxoplasmosis. After 14-days,
she was discharged to continue treatment of cerebral toxo-
plasmosis with sulfadiazine and pyrimethamine; however,
she was nonadherent with her medications.

On admission to our hospital, she was afebrile and physical
examination was notable for altered mental status and weak-
ness of the right upper and lower extremities (3/5, Medical
Research Council scale) without sensory deficit. The MRI of
the brain showed worsening ring-enhancing lesions within the
right superior frontal gyrus (1.4 x 1.2 cm) and left parietal
lobe (2.4 x 2.2 cm) with moderate vasogenic edema and
regional mass effect and adjacent leptomeningeal enhance-
ment. She was started on oral sulfadiazine, pyrimethamine,
and glucocorticosteroids. On hospital Day 5, the patient had
worsening mental status and a computed tomography of the
head showed enlargement of the right frontal lesion with
increased edema. A lumbar puncture was performed. Cerebro-
spinal fluid (CSF) contained three white blood cells/ul. and
one red blood cell/uL. The CSF protein was 78 mg/dL and
glucose was 55 mg/dL. The CSF Gram stain was negative for bac-
teria but Wright-Giemsa stain revealed numerous flagellated
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parasites consistent with 7. cruzi trypomastigotes (Figure 1).
Fungal and acid fast bacilli stain and cultures and CSF crypto-
coccal antigen were negative. Serologic studies were negative
for Toxoplasma 1gG and IgM but positive for 7. cruzi anti-
body by the indirect fluorescent antibody test and enzyme
immunoassay. The CSF and serum polymerase chain reaction
studies were positive for 7. cruzi and negative for Toxoplasma.
Electrocardiogram and transthoracic echocardiogram were
negative for findings to suggest Chagas cardiomyopathy.

The brain biopsy histopathology slides were obtained from
an outside hospital, which revealed numerous intracellular
organisms with rod-shaped kinetoplast, consistent with 7. cruzi
amastigotes (Figure 2).

Treatment with benznidazole 5 mg/kg/day was started
for Chagasic meningoencephalitis and brain abscesses. Her
mental status improved gradually, although her right-sided
weakness remained unchanged. Antiretroviral therapy was
started 17 days after initiation of antitrypanosomal therapy.
Repeat MRI of the brain 2 weeks after treatment showed a
decrease in the size of the two lesions and surrounding edema.
She completed a 60-day induction therapy. At last follow-up
5 months after initial diagnosis, she was clinically stable with-
out evidence of recurrence and her CD4 count was 359 cells/uL
with HIV viral load of 162 copies/ml.

Chagas disease, or American trypanosomiasis, is estimated to
affect ~8-10 million people in the world, primarily in Latin
America and the Caribbean.”® As a result of global migration, a
significant number of people with 7. cruzi infection now live in
the United States, Canada, many countries in Europe, and other
non-endemic countries.’” In the United States alone, it is esti-
mated that ~0.3 to 1 million people are infected with T. cruzi.'®

Reactivation of chronic 7. cruzi infection can occur in
immunosuppressed patients such as those with hematologic
malignancies, organ transplantation, and AIDS. In Chagas-
endemic countries, 7. cruzi and HIV coinfection rate ranges
from 1.3% to 7.1%."" Although the chronic phase of Chagas
disease in non-immunosuppressed patients most commonly
manifests as cardiac disease or gastrointestinal dysfunction,
the most common manifestations of 7. cruzi reactivation in
patients with AIDS are CNS lesions and menigoencephalitis.
Most of the reported cases have occurred in HIV-infected
patients with a CD4 count < 200 cells/ul."*'* T. cruzi
reactivation in patients with AIDS can closely mimic cere-
bral toxoplasmosis clinically and radiographically, thus
patients are often misdiagnosed resulting in a delay in
appropriate treatment.'?
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Ficure 1. Trypanosoma cruzi trypomastigotes in cerebrospinal
fluid (CSF) (Giemsa stain, x 1,000).

Identification of 7. cruzi trypomastigote in CSF is diagnostic
of chagasic encephalitis. However, a negative CSF smear does
not rule out the disease. In a report of 15 cases from Argentina,
CSF direct examination for 7. cruzi was positive in 11 of
13 patients.? A brain biopsy may be necessary when the diag-
nosis remains unclear. The recommended treatment of CNS
Chagas reactivation in HIV patients is benznidazole 5 mg/kg
daily divided into two doses for 60-90 days and some authors
recommend secondary prophylaxis with benznidazole 5 mg/kg

FiGURe 2. Trypanosoma cruzi amastigotes with rod-shaped kinet-
oplasts in glial cells (Giemsa stain, x 1,000).

three times per week.'? Nifurtimox is considered an alternative
treatment but clinical experience is limited. Immune reconsti-
tution with highly active antiretroviral therapy likely plays
an important role in the control of Chagas reactivation but
optimal timing for initiation of antiretroviral therapy remains
unclear.!? Chagasic menigoencephalitis should be considered
in HIV-infected patients with CNS lesions who are from
T. cruzi-endemic areas.
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