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SYPHILIS

Syphilis is relatively rare today.  In part, this is due to effective treatment and rapid case investigation.  If left untreated, this disease can be devastating.  Syphilis is caused by a type of bacteria that is sexually transmitted.  Syphilis will infect both men and women equally.  Initially, the disease will appear as a painless sore that may go unnoticed.  If left untreated, the sore will disappear, but the disease is still present and the bacteria will invade other parts of the body.  Symptoms may appear at intervals and include fever and rash.  The symptoms will again disappear, but if left untreated, the disease can cause heart and brain damage years after the initial infection.  Pregnant mothers can transmit the disease to their unborn children.

Often persons with this disease are identified by a simple blood test.  If they are responsible people, they will then inform their sexual partners that they may have been infected with syphilis.  It can be a serious life-threatening disease if left untreated.  The treatment for syphilis is simple and effective.  It is important to be treated early because the disease will respond better to the antibiotics.  The lack of symptoms is not a reliable measure of cure.  The disease can remain in the body and reappear at a later time with more severe and life-threatening symptoms.  After treatment you will be scheduled for several follow-up blood tests.  These tests will determine whether the treatment was effective.

Unlike many other diseases that you can get only once, syphilis does not produce immunity. It is possible to be infected and develop the disease each time you are exposed.  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 syphilis 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 syphilis 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 syphilis, or any other sexually transmitted disease, please

contact Public Health at (310) 363-0243.

