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***FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 2-10-2005
From the Office of the Director of Health

Significant Increase in Early Syphilis Cases in the Springfield Area
 

A significant increase in early syphilis cases in the Springfield area has prompted the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services (DHSS) to issue a Health Alert to Springfield area physicians. During the first five weeks of 2005, there have been at least six new early syphilis cases reported in Springfield. All 6 have been found in men who have sex with men (MSM). Because of this significant increase in cases and a recent outbreak in St. Louis, DHSS and the Springfield-Greene County Health Department feel it is prudent to advise the public on the dangers of this disease and how it may be prevented.

Syphilis is a sexually transmitted disease (STD) caused by the bacterium Treponema pallidum. It has often been called “the great imitator” because so many of the signs and symptoms of syphilis are similar to those of other diseases. This is of concern because it can often lead an infected individual to draw faulty conclusions and can even result in a clinician to misdiagnose the condition.

Syphilis is passed from person to person through direct contact with a syphilis sore. Sores occur mainly on the genitals, vagina, anus, or in the rectum and are usually painless. Sores can also occur on the lips and in the mouth. Transmission of the organism occurs during vaginal, anal or oral sex. Pregnant women with the disease can pass it to the babies they are carrying. Syphilis cannot be spread though contact with toilet seats, swimming pools, hot tubs, shared clothing, or eating utensils. 

There is an effective treatment for syphilis and it is important that persons whose sexual behaviors put them at high risk for STDs be screened for syphilis every six months Risks include, but are not limited to, multiple sex partners, a new sex partner, trading sex for money and/or drugs, anonymous sex, or having a sex partner that engages in high risk behavior. The genital sores that are caused by syphilis also make it easier to transmit and acquire HIV infection sexually. There is an estimated two-to-five fold increased risk in acquiring HIV infection when syphilis is present. Ulcerative STDs, like syphilis, that cause lesions, ulcers, or breaks in the skin or mucous membranes, disrupt barriers that provide protection against infections. 

Many people infected with syphilis do not have any symptoms for years; yet remain at risk for late complications if they are not treated. Although transmission appears to occur from persons with sores who are in the primary or secondary stage, many of these sores are unrecognized. Thus, most transmission is from persons who are unaware of their infection. Syphilis typically occurs in three stages and because soress are often unrecognized, it is important to understand the progression of this illness.
Primary Stage
The primary stage of syphilis is usually marked by the appearance of a single, painless sore (called a chancre), but there may be multiple painless sores. The time between infection with syphilis and the start of the first symptom can range from 10 to 90 days (average 21 days). The chancre is usually firm, round, small, and painless. It appears at the spot where syphilis entered the body. The chancre lasts 3 to 6 weeks, and it heals without treatment. However, if adequate treatment is not administered, the infection progresses to the secondary stage.

Secondary Stage
Skin rash and mucous membrane sores characterize the secondary stage. This stage typically starts with the development of a rash on one or more areas of the body. The rash usually does not cause itching. Rashes associated with secondary syphilis can appear as the chancre is healing or several weeks after the chancre has healed. The characteristic rash of secondary syphilis may appear as rough, red, or reddish brown spots both on the palms of the hands and the bottoms of the feet. However, rashes with a different appearance may occur on other parts of the body, sometimes resembling rashes caused by other diseases. Sometimes rashes associated with secondary syphilis are so faint that they are not noticed. In addition to rashes, symptoms of secondary syphilis may include fever, swollen lymph glands, sore throat, patchy hair loss, headaches, weight loss, muscle aches, and fatigue. The signs and symptoms of secondary syphilis will resolve with or without treatment, but without treatment, the infection will progress to the latent and late stages of disease.
Late Stage
The latent (hidden) stage of syphilis begins when secondary symptoms disappear. Without treatment, the infected person will continue to have syphilis even though there are no signs or symptoms; infection remains in the body. In the late stages of syphilis, it may subsequently damage the internal organs, including the brain, nerves, eyes, heart, blood vessels, liver, bones, and joints. This internal damage may show up many years later. Signs and symptoms of the late stage of syphilis include difficulty coordinating muscle movements, paralysis, numbness, gradual blindness, and dementia. This damage may be serious enough to cause death.

The Springfield-Greene County Health Department offers testing and treatment for STDs at no charge to the individual. Individuals that are at high risk for syphilis or those who believe they have signs and symptoms of this condition are encouraged to call 418-864-1686 to set up an appointment or to talk about the condition with a public health professional.

For more information, contact:

Clay Goddard, Administrator of Community Health and Epidemiology

417-864-1408
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