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R ates of infectious syphilis in British 
Columbia have been steadily increas-
ing over the past decade. In 2021, 1428 

infectious syphilis cases were reported in BC 
(27.5 per 100 000 population, the highest on 
record in the last 40 years). Based on the num-
ber of reported cases in the first two quarters, 
infectious syphilis rates for 2022 are on track 
to be even higher.1,2 

The majority of infectious syphilis cases in 
the past decade have been among gay, bisexual, 
and other men who have sex with men. How-
ever, the number and proportion of cases have 
been growing quickly among heterosexual pop-
ulations in recent years. Currently, the majority 
of reported infectious syphilis cases occurred 
among non–gay, bisexual, and other men who 
have sex with men populations,1 raising concern 
of increases in congenital syphilis. 

Congenital syphilis is a severe, often debili-
tating, and potentially lethal infection that is 
the result of in utero transmission. Following 
zero reported cases of congenital syphilis in BC 
between 2014 and 2018, 12 cases of congenital 
syphilis, including 9 cases of early congenital 
syphilis,3 were reported in BC from 2019 to 
2022 quarter 2.1 One resulted in stillbirth or 
neonatal loss.

Similarly, across Canada, infectious syphilis 
cases have risen by 124% from 2016 to 2020, 
and 50 congenital syphilis cases were reported 
in 2020.4 

Syphilis screening recommendations 
Syphilis clinical presentation, particularly 
secondary syphilis, can vary widely. Syphilis 
testing should be considered for all sexually 
active individuals presenting with new symp-
toms. Screening for syphilis and other sexually 
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transmitted infections is recommended for in-
dividuals identifying risk factors, such as new 
sexual partners, or every 3–6 months for those 
with casual sexual partners.5 

For pregnant individuals, syphilis screen-
ing is recommended in BC during the first 
trimester (or first prenatal visit) and at delivery 
(or anytime after week 35 for those planning 
home births).5,6 Pregnant persons with ongoing 
risk, such as new sexual partners, transactional 
sex, illicit drug use, or unstable housing, should 
also be screened for syphilis at 28–32 weeks of 
pregnancy.5 

People delivering a stillborn infant after 20 
weeks’ gestation should be screened for syphilis.5 

Congenital syphilis
Infants born to individuals without prena-
tal care or with syphilis should be assessed 
for congenital syphilis. Syphilis should also 
be considered in the differential diagnosis for 
unwell neonates. For consultation, please call 
the on-call pediatric infectious disease physi-
cian at BC Children’s Hospital (BCCH) at 
604 875-2345. Outpatient follow-up of infants 
with probable or confirmed congenital syphi-
lis is in partnership between local community 
pediatricians and the Oak Tree Clinic at BC 
Women’s Hospital. 

In the event of a stillbirth or neonatal 
death, pathologists at BCCH are available (604 
875-2345) for consultation regarding confirma-
tion of congenital syphilis. 

Treatment 
Intramuscular penicillin G benzathine is the 
recommended treatment for infectious syphilis, 
including in pregnant individuals. In the case 
of penicillin allergy, desensitization to penicil-
lin is recommended. Sexual partners exposed 
in the previous 3 months should be tested and 
treated, as it can take up to 3 months for syphilis 
to be diagnosed by serology.7 Infants with pos-
sible or confirmed congenital syphilis require 

treatment with intravenous penicillin for 10 
days. For information about syphilis screen-
ing or treatment, contact the BCCDC public 
health nurse at 604 707-5607 or physician at 
604 707-5610. n
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based training, including the opportunity to 
inject 8+ patients. Courses held monthly in 
Tsawwassen, BC. Start today with the on-
line Level 1 – Advanced Anatomy course (20 
CME). Save $500 using code “BCMJonline.” 
Register now at PTIFA.com.

MINDFULNESS IN MEDICINE 
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Multiple locations (Dec 2022–Mar 2023)
Join Dr Mark Sherman and your community 
of colleagues for a transformative workshop 
or retreat! The workshops focus on the theory 
and practice of mindfulness and meditation, 
reviewing definitions, clinical evidence, and 
neuroscience, and introducing key practices 
of self-compassion, breath work, and sitting 
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meditation to nurture resilience and healing. 
Our meditation retreats are an opportunity 
to delve deeply into meditation practice in 
order to recharge, heal, and reconnect, and to 
build a practice for life. Workshops accred-
ited for 16 Mainpro+ group learning credits. 
Heal Thyself: A Meditation Retreat for Physi-
cians and Health Professionals, 1–6 December 
2022 online and 23 February–5 March 2023 
at Bethlehem Centre in Nanaimo. Founda-
tions of Theory and Practice Workshop for 
Physicians and Their Partners, 20–23 January 
2023 at Long Beach Lodge Resort in Tofino. 
Contact hello@livingthismoment.ca, or check 
out www.livingthismoment.ca/events for more 
information.
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