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Syphilis in Prague: analysis of the
hospitalization records

I. Kuklová, M. Kojanová, R. Divi{ová, V. Ka{tánková and R. Pánková

Since 1990 we have observed a gradual steady increase of syphilis incidence in the Czech Republic,
especially in larger cities and in border regions. In 2001, the total number of notified syphilis cases
reached 1 376. Syphils rate has risen from 1.6 per 100 000 inhabitants in 1990 to 13.7 per 100 000
inhabitants in 2001, which represents an 8-fold increase. The aim of the study was to review the hospital-
ization records of patients diagnosed with syphilis in Prague between 1999 and 2001. A total of 243
syphilis patients (92 men and 151 women) were diagnosed and treated at our department. Out of the
above mentioned 151 women, 63 were pregnant. 18.9% patients, 15.2% women and 25% men pre-
sented as a result of partner notification. Symptomatic syphilis was seen in 45 (48.9%) men and 22
(14.6%) women. Dark field microscopy was positive in twenty (8.2%) cases. A total of thirty patients
suffered from genital discharge. Three patients had gonorrhea, two chlamydial infection. All the patients
were HIV negative at the time of syphilis diagnosis. By the means of questionnaire inquiry, we obtained
information about demographic and behavioural characteristics of our patients.

Introduction

The population of the Czech Republic is approxi-
mately 10 million. In the last twelve years, considerable
social, economic and political changes have taken place
there. Simultaneously, there has been observed a spread
of prostitution and drug use and an increase in the inci-
dence of the sexually transmitted diseases (STDs).

Since 1990 we have seen a gradual steady increase
of syphilis incidence in the Czech Republic, especially
in larger cities and in border regions. Last year the total
number of notified syphilis cases reached 1 376 (13,7

cases per 100 000 inhabitants). Syphils rate has risen
from 1,6 per 100 000 in 1990 to 13,7 in 2001, which
represents an 8-fold increase (table1). As far as regions
are concerned, most cases were reported from North-
ern Bohemia and Western Bohemia, followed by the
capital of Prague.

The Department of Dermatovenereology, First Medi-
cal Faculty, Charles University is the reference centre
for the area of Prague and the surrounding regions.
Roughly 9 000 STD examinations per year are carried
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out here. Czech legislation stipulates that syphilis pa-
tients have to be treated in hospital. The aim of the study
was to review the hospitalization records of patients
diagnosed with syphilis between 1999 and 2001 (1, 2).

Materials and methods

A retrospective case note review of patients diag-
nosed and hospitalized with acquired syphilis between
January 1999 and December 2001 was carried out at
the Department of Dermatovenereology, First Medical
Faculty, Charles University in Prague. The syphilis cases
were diagnosed on the clinical symptoms, serology and
dark field microscopy.

The patients suffering from syphilis were asked to
fill in a questionnaire comprising questions concern-
ing their age, reason for attending an STD clinic, edu-
cation level, marital status, coitarche, sexual orientation,
sexual practices, condom use, condom use with casual
sex partners, paid sex, number of sexual partners over
the year, STD history, source of information about safe
sex, drug experience.

Results

During the three-year period, a total of 243 syphilis
patients (92 men and 151 women) were diagnosed and
treated at our department. Out of the above mentioned
151 women, 63 were pregnant. 22 females were preg-
nant at the time of syphilis diagnosis, 41 underwent re-
peated protective treatment during pregnancy.

Foreigners constituted 23.5% of all our patients, most
of them came from the countries of the former Soviet
Union (17%).

The mean age in women was 25-29 years (38%) and
in men 30-40 years /35%/. Out of all our patients, 72
(47.7%) women and 19 (20.6%) men were unemployed,
45.7% women and 57.6% men were single, 13.2%
women and 15.2% men were divorced.

Fourty-six (18.9%) patients, 23 (15.2%) women and
23 (25.0%) men presented as a result of partner notifi-
cation.

Symptomatic syphilis was seen in 45 (48.9%) men
and 22 (14.6%) women. Twenty-three men and eight
women presented with genital chancre, two men and
two women with extragenital chancre, sixteen men and
five women with macular rash , one woman with papu-
lar rash, two men and six women with condylomata lata,
thirteen men and six women with lymphadenopathy.

Dark field microscopy was positive in twenty (8.2%)
cases, eleven men and nine women.

A total of thirty patients suffered from genital dis-
charge (16 men and 14 women). Three patients had
gonorrhea, two had chlamydial infection. All the pa-

tients were HIV negative in the time of syphilis diagno-
sis. Only three HIV positive patients with syphilis have
been diagnosed at our department so far, one in 1988
and two in 2002.

A total of 232 patients were treated with penicillin
(benzathine penicillin or procaine penicillin). An alter-
native treatment was used in the case of penicillin al-
lergy. Nine patients who were allergic to penicillin re-
ceived doxycycline, one erythromycin, one azithro-
mycin.

Jarisch-Herxheimer reaction occurred in 62 (25.2%)
patients, 42 (45.7%) men and 20 (13.2%) women.

101 syphilis patients (40 men and 61 women) un-
derwent the questionnaire inquiry with the following
results: 12.9% patients referred consistent condom use,
8.9% had drug experience, 5% had intravenous drug
experience, 5% were homosexuals, 12.9% were prosti-
tutes, 14.9 % reported a history of more than 10 sexual
contacts in the preceding 12 months, 25.7% gave a his-
tory of casual first coitus (1).

Discussion

The aim of the study was to define syphilis risk fac-
tors among the patients treated at the Department of
Dermatovenerology in Prague.

We have observed some demographic and clinical
differences between men and women. For example,
the mean age of women was lower than that of men.
There were more unemployed women among our pa-
tients. More men than women suffered from primary
syphilis. The symptomatic syphilis was seen more of-
ten in men than in women because many pregnant
women with latent syphilis underwent repeated pro-
tective treatment under hospitalization. Pregnant
women are serologically screened twice during preg-
nancy, in the first and third trimester. The rising syphilis

Table 1. Prevalence of syphilis in the Czech
Republic

year abs. per 100 000 population

1990 164 1,6
1991 249 2,4
1992 265 2,6
1993 233 2,3
1994 369 3,6
1995 433 4,2
1996 551 5,3
1997 604 5,9
1998 687 6,7
1999 731 7,1
2000 967 9,4
2001 1376 13,5
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morbidity among pregnant women is especially pre-
occupying. A high percentage of women practised sex
for money. During the last decade, there haven’t been
any changes in the legislation concerning prostitution.
Prostitution in the Czech Republic is still neither per-
mitted nor prohibited, it is tolerated under certain cir-
cumstances, it is not considered a criminal offence. It is
not defined which physician is responsible for regular
checkups of prostituting persons, to what extent and in
which scale these should be done and how often they
should be repeated, taking into account the real finan-
cial calculation. There are no regulations concerning
the health care of the prostituting persons.

In general, the proportion of foreigners among
syphilis patients has a growing tendency. In 1990, for-
eigners constituted 5.4 % of the syphilis cases, in 1998 it
was 17.6 %, most of them came from the former USSR.

It is apparent that after the social changes in No-
vember 1989, the relatively satisfactory incidence of
venereal diseases in the Czech Republic came to an end.
The syphilis incidence in the Czech Republic is lower
than in the states of the former USSR but higher than in
the countries of Western Europe (3, 4). For example, in
the United Kingdom, the epidemiology of syphilis has
been characterized by sporadic outbreaks affecting
homosexual population co-infected with HIV (5,6). The
majority of our cases are heterosexuals and HIV co-in-
fections are very rare. From the epidemiological point

of view, the growth of the proportion of early syphilis
is significant. In 1990, the early form represented 24.4
% of the total number of notified cases, in 1998 it was
already 65.6 %. The reason for rising syphilis notifica-
tion rate has to be sought in increased travel, immigra-
tion, prostitution, more open sex industry, western
lifestyle, disintegration of the screening system and drug
abuse.

Public health strategies to prevent syphilis, includ-
ing maternal and fetal syphilis, are similar to those that
focuse on other STDs in the general population. These
include early identification of infected individuals and
high risk population groups, adequate treatment, iden-
tification of the infected partners and their treatment,
modification of high risk behaviour, and promoting
accessibility and use of health care (7 ).

Conclusion

Since 1990 a steady increase of syphilis cases was
observed in Prague. During the 1999-2001 period 243
syphilis cases were observed at the Dept. of Dermatol-
ogy, First Medical Faculty, Charles University in Prague.
Among 151 females 63 were pregnant. It is evident that
social changes since November 1989 have had an im-
pact on the increased incidence of syphilis.
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