Symptoms of syphilis may be unnoticed. If left untreated, syphilis can
pass through several stages.
Symptoms can develop anywhere between 10 and 90 days after
infection, but usually within 3–4 weeks. These include:
1. Infectious
a. 	Primary syphilis
A hard painless sore, called a chancre, can appear at the site of
infection. It will usually heal within 2 to 6 weeks. However you
will still have syphilis, even though symptoms might have gone.
b. 	Secondary syphilis
If left untreated, syphilis can develop into the secondary stage.
This occurs between 7 to 10 weeks after the development
of the chancre, and can occur before the chancre has healed.
People may experience a number of symptoms at this stage.
These symptoms can include rashes on the hands and feet,
fever, sore throat, muscle aches, swollen lymph glands and
tiredness, or patchy hair loss.
c. 	(Early) latent syphilis
If syphilis is not treated in the primary or secondary stages, the
infection becomes latent (hidden). In this stage there are no
noticeable symptoms and the presence of the infection is only
picked up on blood tests.
		 This is the stage within 2 years of infection.
4. 	Latent syphilis
Syphilis without symptoms is called latent syphilis. This can
occur at any time during untreated infection. During early
infection, latent syphilis it is still infectious but not at later stages.
2. Non-infectious
a. 	(Late) latent syphilis
This is the stage more than 2 years after infection. There are
still no noticeable symptoms and the presence of the infection
is only picked up on blood tests. Syphilis is not infectious at this
stage. This may last for the remainder of the person’s life or the
person may go on to develop tertiary syphilis.
b. 	Tertiary syphilis
Unless testing and treatment is sought, about a third of people
will then progress to the third stage – tertiary syphilis. This will
usually occur many years after the initial infection. At this stage
the syphilis infection, while no longer contagious, can cause
damage to your body, including the heart, brain and nervous
system. This stage can eventually result in serious heart disease,
blindness, mental illness and death. The damage caused in this
late stage of syphilis cannot be reversed.

What if I have had another kind
of STI recently?

Gay Men & Syphilis

What are the stages of infection?

If you have recently had an STI, such as gonorrhoea or chlamydia, it
would be a good idea to have a full sexual health check, including a
syphilis test.

Where should I go?
It’s important to find a doctor you feel comfortable with. If you feel
more comfortable, you can also go to a sexual health clinic. Sexual
health clinics are free and you don’t have to use your real name. It
is important, however, for you to inform your doctors about the
medications you are taking.

How do I find out more?
The Drama Downunder
STIs information website for gay men, including state-based
organisations and sexual health clinic contact details:
www.thedramadownunder.info
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INTRODUCTION

How is it transmitted?

Syphilis and other sexually transmissible infections (STIs) have
become increasingly common among HIV-positive gay men. Men
who participate in group sex, fisting or toy sharing (in which HIVpositive gay men are significantly represented) are at increased
risk of syphilis. In Australia, about 50% of gay men diagnosed with
infectious syphilis are HIV positive.1 Syphilis can have serious health
implications for people with HIV and looking after your sexual
health is an important part of good HIV and health management.

Syphilis is highly infectious and is usually passed on during sex with
an infected person. It can be easily transmitted through contact
with syphilitic sores during unprotected anal, vaginal or oral sex.
Condoms can reduce your risk of acquiring syphilis, however,
because it can be easily passed on by close physical contact with
syphilitic rashes and lesions, which can be away from the genital
area, condoms do not ensure complete protection.

This factsheet looks at some of the symptoms of syphilis. It also
looks at some reasons why it is important for sexually active men
with HIV to test regularly for STIs, including syphilis.

Who does syphilis affect?
Notifications of infectious syphilis have increased considerably in
recent years. Anyone can get syphilis, but men who have sex with
men account for almost all of these recent infections in Australia.2
More than half of people diagnosed with syphilis are also living with
HIV. So if you are HIV positive, sexually active, and having sex with
men, it makes good sense to consider having regular tests for STIs,
including syphilis.

What is syphilis?
Syphilis is an infection caused by bacteria. It can be difficult to know
whether you have syphilis because it can present with a range
of symptoms or none at all. A study of Sydney men with syphilis
found that just over 70% of men experienced symptoms, while the
remaining 30% didn’t notice any symptoms.3 In the early stages of
the infection, symptoms may also be easily missed, and syphilis in
people with HIV may present slightly different signs.

What are the signs and symptoms?
The signs and symptoms of syphilis vary depending on the stage
of the infection. They can include a small painless sore in the area
of infection (primary syphilis), and/or swollen lymph glands, rashes,
fever, sore throat, muscle aches and tiredness (secondary syphilis).
Some of these symptoms may be mild and can come and go,
or they can even go away completely after a while. Because of
symptoms like these, syphilis is often called ‘the great imitator’ in
medical circles because it can be difficult to distinguish its symptoms
from many other diseases.4

How is syphilis prevented?
We know that using a condom significantly reduces the risk of getting
syphilis.5 It’s true that condoms don’t offer complete protection,
because potential transmission sites may not necessarily be just
in the genital area. But the fact remains that condoms do make a
big difference to syphilis transmission. In general, your chances of
acquiring syphilis are much less with a condom than without.
Whether you use condoms or not, regular testing for syphilis and
other STIs is crucially important.

What should I do if I think I may
have been infected?
If you notice symptoms or think you may have been infected, you
should have a test as soon as possible. It is important that you test
without delay, if you notice any symptoms that might be syphilis or
you think you’ve been at risk. By doing this you will ensure syphilis
won’t develop to a later stage and you won’t pass it on to anyone
else. Symptoms may disappear but this does not mean the infection
has gone away. If you think that you might have been infected, it’s
important to avoid having sex until you’ve been tested and returned
a negative result. If your result is positive, you should stop having sex
until your doctor gives you the all-clear following treatment.

How is it diagnosed?
Syphilis is diagnosed via a blood test, specifically for syphilis. Most
HIV-positive people have regular quarterly blood tests but these
don’t usually include a test for syphilis unless it’s specifically requested.

How often should I get tested?
If you are sexually active, testing regularly for syphilis and other sexually
transmissible infections is an important strategy to maintain the health
and well being of you and your partners. Many STIs, including syphilis,
can be present with no symptoms, or with very mild symptoms. This
makes regular and routine testing an even more sensible strategy for
good health maintenance.

For gay men, particular syphilis testing guidelines have been
developed:
WHO

HOW OFTEN TO TEST

HIV-positive gay men

With every HIV check-up to
test CD4 count and viral load

HIV-negative gay men
into group sex, fisting,
or sharing toys

At least twice a year with
every HIV test

HIV-negative gay men with
more than 20 sexual partners
in six months

At least twice a year with
every HIV test

HIV-negative gay men with
less than 20 sexual partners
in six months

At least once a year with
every HIV test

Am I tested for it anyway?
No. Recent research indicates that many HIV-positive men believe
that their HIV specialists routinely checked them for STIs as part of
their usual blood tests for viral load and CD4 counts.6 You need to
specifically ask for a test for a sexual health check, including a test
for syphilis.

What if I am HIV positive?
Syphilis may progress more rapidly in HIV-positive people. As it
progresses it can have very serious implications for your health.
This makes regular testing even more important for people living
with HIV.
When you get an infection, your immune system needs to fight it
off and having syphilis can cause a decrease in your CD4 count
(causing damage to the immune system) and an increase in your
viral load. While the symptoms of syphilis infection are usually
similar, some HIV-positive men develop severe organ and nerve
damage much more rapidly than HIV-negative men.
Syphilis may also increase the chance of passing on
HIV to an HIV-negative partner.

How is it treated?
Syphilis is treated with a course of
antibiotics – usually a series of injections
in the buttock over 10 days.
Yes that’s a pain, but if left untreated
it can seriously damage your health.

