
 

NYC syphilis cases double in first quarter of
2007

July 9 2007

After leveling off for more than two years, and declining in 2006, new
syphilis cases spiked in New York City during the first three months of
2007. The Health Department announced today that doctors reported
260 cases of primary and secondary syphilis during January, February
and March, compared with 128 cases during the same period last year.
Interviews with patients suggest that the increase is concentrated among
men who have sex with men, especially in the Chelsea area of
Manhattan. As in past years, half of those newly diagnosed with syphilis
also report being infected with HIV.

While men account for the vast majority (96%) of new syphilis cases,
the infection may also be increasing among women. Ten cases were
reported among women during the first quarter of 2007, compared to
just three in the same period of 2006. Since the numbers are very small,
it is not clear if the increase among women is significant, but if it were,
it would be the first such increase in 10 years.

These increases are the latest in an ongoing outbreak among men who
have sex with men in New York City. After plummeting during the
1990s, syphilis cases started rising in 1999. The rate leveled off in 2005
and 2006 but is now moving upward again. "For the first time in several
years, we are seeing a large spike in new cases of syphilis in New York
City," said Dr. Susan Blank, the Health Department's Assistant
Commissioner for Sexually Transmitted Disease Prevention and Control.
"It is critical that sexually active New Yorkers reduce their risk of
getting syphilis. The infection itself can be devastating, and it fuels the
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spread of HIV."

"The level of unsafe sexual behavior among HIV positive men is deeply
concerning," said Dr. Monica Sweeney, the Health Department's
Assistant Commissioner for HIV Prevention. "Syphilis and HIV are both
preventable, and we know how: reduce the number of sexual partners
and use condoms every time you have sex. Also, every sexually active
New Yorker should know his or her HIV status."

Last year, New York City's syphilis rate (7.2 cases per 100,000 people)
was more than double the 2005 national rate (3.0). But the resurgence
isn't confined to New York City. Other large cities, including Los
Angeles and Chicago have experienced a recent rise in syphilis cases.
Nationwide, the rate rose by 11% from 2004 to 2005, from 2.7 cases to
3.0 cases per 100,000.

The problem is not limited to exclusively gay men. In New York City,
the proportion of men with syphilis who report having sex with both men
and women increased from 13% in the first quarter of 2006 to 18% in
the first quarter of 2007. This change could herald further increases in
syphilis infections among women as well as in congenital syphilis cases.

In New York City, blacks and Hispanics continue to account for most
new cases of syphilis (29% and 27% of cases, respectively), but whites
are experiencing faster rates of increase. During the first quarter of
2007, incidence among white men was more than three times the
comparable 2006 rate.

Syphilis is curable and preventable. If treated early, syphilis can be easily
cured with a single injection of penicillin. Left untreated, however,
syphilis can cause serious health problems and having syphilis makes it
easier to become infected with and spread HIV.
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