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HERPES

Approximately 15 million Americans have genital herpes.  This number is expected to increase 300,000 to 500,000 people per year.  This rapid increase in occurrence of the disease is seen among white, educated, sexually active men and women between the ages of 25 and 35.  However, herpes is seen in individuals of all ages and races.

Genital herpes is caused by the herpes simplex virus (HSV).  This virus appears in two forms.  Type one virus (HSV-1) causes the common cold sore or fever blisters.  Type two virus (HSV-2) causes blisters or lesions in the genital area.  The herpes simplex virus is transmitted by direct contact, almost always sexual contact, with a person who has sores that contain the herpes virus.  Transmission is also possible by touching the active sore and then touching another site such as the mouth, the eyes, the genital area, or a break in the skin.  In general, if a person does not have noticeable sores, the person is not contagious.

The symptoms of herpes simplex virus usually occur within three weeks following sexual contact with a contagious person.  The person may experience flu-like symptoms followed by the appearance of fluid-filled blisters.  These sores may itch, burn and be very painful.  Within two to three weeks, the sores will crust over, form scabs and heal completely.

Once you have this disease, the sores may return periodically – usually in the same place.  The sores are generally not as severe nor do they last as long as in the initial outbreak.  It is not known why the disease recurs.  Recurrence is associated with lack of sleep, emotional stress, poor nutrition, fever, overexposure to the sun, wind or cold, respiratory tract infections, and menstruation in women.

Genital herpes is rarely dangerous in persons who are otherwise healthy.  However, herpes infections in the eyes can lead to blindness if left untreated.  Eye infections can easily be prevented by avoiding hand contact with the sores and by washing your hands with soap and water if you do accidentally touch them.  Women with genital herpes who suspect they might be pregnant need to notify their physician as soon as possible.  There are precautions that can be taken to protect the unborn child.

While there is no cure available yet, there are medications that can reduce the number and severity of the outbreaks and provide relief from many of the unpleasant symptoms of genital herpes.  Preventing infection is the only method of avoiding this disease.  The use of condoms and good personal hygiene practices will provide some protection. The absolutely best method of protecting yourself against herpes is to know your sex partners and to limit the number of partners.  If you have sex with a large number of people, especially if you do not know them well, you are at an increased risk of contracting a sexually transmitted disease.


If you suspect you might have an infection with herpes or any other sexually transmitted disease, you must seek medical attention as soon as possible.  You need to be responsible and take the time to inform your sex partners of any infection you develop.


For further information about herpes, or any other sexually transmitted disease, please contact Public Health at (310) 363-0243.

