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S yphilis is a sexually transmitted infec-
tion caused by the spirochete bacte-
rium Treponema pallidum. Its natural 

history is well described in medical litera-
ture and typically includes primary, sec-
ondary, and latent stages. If left untreated, 
syphilis can lead to serious complications 
in multiple organ systems. Syphilis can also 
be transmitted vertically at any time dur-
ing pregnancy or delivery and may lead to 
miscarriage, stillbirth, or complications in 
infants due to congenital syphilis infection.

Cases of infectious syphilis are on the 
rise in BC. In 2012, BC saw 369 cases (8.1 
per 100 000).1 In the 4-year period from 
2018 to 2022, rates of infectious syphilis 
increased 98%: from 932 cases (18.6 per 
100 000) to 1971 cases (36.8 per 100 000).1

While gay, bisexual, and other men who 
have sex with men represented the majority 
of reported infectious syphilis cases over the 
past decade, the epidemiology is changing. 
This change is reflected in the sharp rise in 
the number and proportion of cases among 
heterosexual populations, most evidently 
seen among women.

Infectious syphilis cases among women 
increased 938% between 2018 (53 cases) 
and 2022 (550 cases).1 In 2022, over 90% 
of women with infectious syphilis were of 
childbearing age (i.e., 15–49 years old), thus 
raising concern about congenital syphilis.1,2 
BC reported no congenital cases from 2014 
to 2018. However, between 2019 and 2022, 
29 congenital syphilis cases were reported: 
15 early congenital probable, 11 early con-
genital confirmed, and 3 late congenital 
confirmed.1,3 
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Syphilis overview course
In 2019, the Provincial Health Officer de-
clared an outbreak of syphilis in the prov-
ince.4 Subsequently, the syphilis team at 
BCCDC (composed of doctors, nurse prac-
titioners, certified practice registered nurses, 
and educators) noted a significant uptick 
in the number of requests for support and 
education among providers, who were see-
ing the epidemiological trends reflected in 
their practices. In response, and to provide 
equitable access to information and edu-
cation, the team developed a self-directed 
online course to support providers involved 
in the case management and follow-up of 
syphilis cases and their contacts.

The Overview of Syphilis for Health 
Care Providers in BC online course is bro-
ken into three modules and a tool kit:
• Module 1: Introduction to Syphilis. 

Reviews the impact of syphilis on 
public health in Canada and BC, as 
well as the etiology, transmission, and 
clinical presentation.

• Module 2: Testing – Screening and 
Diagnostic Tests. Reviews available 
screening and diagnostic tests (sero-
logical and lesion specific) that enable 
the correct diagnosis and staging. 

• Module 3: Case Management. Reviews 
the diagnosis and case management 
process.

• Tool kit. Offers additional resources and 
tools for providers who want to increase 
their knowledge and capacity to provide 
effective, strengths-based, person-led 
sexual health communication.

The course is available on the Provincial 
Health Services Authority LearningHub.5 It 
takes approximately 2 hours to complete and 
is accredited by the Division of Continuing 
Professional Development, University of 
British Columbia Faculty of Medicine, for 
up to 2.0 Mainpro+/MOC Section 3 credits.

In BC, syphilis is centrally managed 
at the BCCDC. For information about 
syphilis screening, case management, or 
follow-up, contact the BCCDC public 
health nurse at 604 707-5607 or physi-
cian at 604 707-5610. For the most current 
syphilis surveillance reports, refer to the 
BCCDC Sexually Transmitted and Blood 
Borne Infection (STBBI) and Tuberculosis 
(TB) Report dashboard.2 For further infor-
mation about the syphilis overview course, 
contact sticourse@bccdc.ca. n
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