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WHAT IS SYPHILIS?

Syphilis is an infection caused by a “spirochete” (tiny spiral germ) called “treponema pallidum.”   Entering the body through any tiny break in the skin, the germ burrows into the bloodstream and grows quickly in the warm, moist membranes of the genital tract.  Within a week or so, a sore appears at the point of infection.
HOW DOES ONE GET SYPHILIS?

Syphilis is a sexually transmitted disease (STD).  There are three ways to get syphilis.

· Having sex with someone infected with syphilis

· Kissing someone infected with syphilis

· Being born to a mother infected with syphilis during pregnancy

WHAT ARE SYMPTOMS OF SYPHILIS?

Syphilis is a “tricky” STD because the initial symptoms can go away in a few days by themselves.  Unfortunately, however, the syphilis infection does not go away when the first sore heals and disappears.  Rather, it continues growing inside the body and, if left untreated, goes through four stages of development: 1) primary syphilis, 2) secondary syphilis, 3) latent syphilis and 4) late syphilis.

WHAT IS PRIMARY SYPHILIS?

The first symptom of syphilis is usually a small painless sore.  The sore usually appears exactly where the germ entered the body: mouth, throat, vagina, rectum or penis.  The incubation period before it appears ranges from 10 to 90 days (three to four weeks being the average).  Without treatment, the primary sore heals in about four to 10 weeks.  The surface warning sign vanishes but danger of internal damage remains.

WHAT IS SECONDAY SYPHILIS?
Secondary-stage symptoms appear between one and 12 months after the primary sores heal.  Symptoms may include the following.

· Skin rash or a small flat rash in moist regions on the skin

· Whitish patches on the mucous membranes of the mouth or throat

· Temporary baldness
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· Loss of eyelashes or eyebrows

· Low-grade fever

· Headache

· Swollen glands

· Large, moist sores around the mouth and genitals

WHAT IS LATENT SYPHILIS?

Although there are no symptoms, sores or rashes at this stage, the germs are invading various organs inside the body – including the heart and brain.  The latent period is dangerously deceptive and may last months or years.

WHAT IS LATE SYPHILIS?

Ten to 30 years after the beginning of the latent period, the most serious symptoms of syphilis emerge, usually in the organs in which the germs settled during latency.  These symptoms may show up almost anywhere (especially in the central nervous system, in the cardiovascular system and on the skin) and cause the following health problems.

· Sores in the mouth and throat, and on the tongue

· Chronic inflammation of bones, joints, eyes and other organs

· Ruptured aorta (the large artery in the chest) and other heart damage

· Progressive brain or spinal cord damage, eventually leading to blindness, insanity or paralysis

Syphilis that progresses to this stage is rare

HOW DOES KISSING TRANSMIT SYPHILIS?

The progress of syphilis in the secondary stage of infection may induce eruptions in the mucous membranes of the mouth, causing the saliva to swarm with spirochetes.  In turn, kissing can pass on the germs, specifically if the person has a break in the skin (in or around the mouth).
HOW LONG IS ONE CONTAGIOUS WITH SYPHILIS?

It is important to diagnose syphilis during the two years following infection.  This is the period when someone is most contagious and the greatest threat to public health.  After the first two years, sexual intercourse or kissing rarely passes on syphilis.

IS THERE A CURE FOR SYPHILIS?

YES.  Penicillin and other antibiotics usually can cure syphilis – once discovered.  However, early diagnosis and treatment is the only way to be sure of escaping the long-term consequences of this STD.  Early treatment is the most effective cure.
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ISN’T SYPHILIS ON THE DECLINE?

NO.  At the beginning of this century, the estimated number of cases hit its highest level in 40 years.  Some researchers have linked the rise in syphilis with drug abuse, particularly the use of sex to get crack/cocaine.

HOW CAN I PROTECT AGAINST SYPHILIS?

Sexual abstinence (not having sex) is the best way to protect against syphilis.  Several other ways to lower the risk of getting syphilis include the following.

· Practice monogamy (having sex only with a non-infected partner who has sex only with you)

· Choose your sex partner carefully

· Check your sex partner for rashes, sores or other signs that may indicate syphilis or some other STD

· Have your partner tested for syphilis and other STDs

· Properly use a latex condom throughout the sexual encounter

· Use spermicidal foams and jellies in addition to condoms for added protection

· Urinate a few minutes after sex to wash away germs

· Wash the hands and genitals immediately after sex to remove germs

HOW CAN I LEARN MORE ABOUT SYPHILIS?

People who have (or think they may have) syphilis should see a doctor.  Doctors can conduct tests to determine if syphilis is present, prescribe drugs to cure it, provide advice and offer support.  For further information or a referral in your area, contact these agencies.

American Social Health Association

www.ashastd.org
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

www.cdc.gov
The American Academy of Family Physicians

www.familydoctor.org
National STD Hotline

(800) 227-8922
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