Syphilis

Syphilis was once a major public health threat, often causing serious health problems such as arthritis, brain damage, and blindness. No treatment for Syphilis was effective until penicillin was developed in the late 1940s.  Now, due to public health efforts

as well as modern antibiotics, syphilis is on the decline. 

Cause:  Syphilis is a highly contagious sexually transmitted disease and is caused by the bacteria Treponema pallidum.  It is spread mostly by sexual activity (including oral and anal sex) through contact with an infected sore.   
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Diagnosis/Treatment: Diagnosis is confirmed with a quick and inexpensive blood test at the doctor’s office or health department.  Chancres may be swabbed or scraped and sent to a lab for analysis under the microscope for the bacteria.  Syphilis can be cured with antibiotics if treated within the first year of infection. In later stages, a longer treatment period is needed.  All sex partners should be contacted and treated.  Although later stages respond to antibiotics, organ damage will not be repaired.  If treated too late, there may be permanent damage to the heart and brain, even after the infection is destroyed.
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Symptoms/Stages:  


Sores (chancres) develop 10–90 days after contact in the first or primary stage of the disease and may be on external genitals, or in the vagina, rectum, or mouth.  There may be one or more sores, resembling large round bug bites, which are often hard and painless.  The sores heal by themselves in 3-6 weeks without a scar.  Syphilis is most contagious during the primary stage, especially when there is an open sore. 


The second stage, after the sore has healed, develops from 17 days to six and one half months after being infected and presents as a rosy, “copper penny” rash on palms of hands or soles of feet which lasts for two to six weeks.   


Other symptoms may include fever, swollen lymph nodes, weight loss, muscle aches, patchy hair loss, headaches, and other flu-like symptoms.  


Symptoms eventually disappear without treatment and the disease can go into a latent stage that can last 2 years or more.


In the final (or tertiary) stage, Syphilis quietly begins to damage internal organs.   Destructive tumors, called gummas, in the mouth, nose, tongue, bones, skin, liver and other organs may develop.  Symptoms related to heart-valve damage or damage to the wall of the aorta may develop.  Syphilis may harm the brain, heart, eyes, liver, joints, and bones.   It may cause insanity or death, if untreated.   Treatment at this phase will stop future damage, but won’t repair or reverse the damage done before treatment started.











