HIV/AIDS Prevention and Control for Humanitarian Workers – Course notes

Sexually Transmitted Infections 

Reasons to be concerned about STIs:

1. The presence of an STI significantly increases the risk of getting or giving HIV. 

Research has shown that: 

· When a genital ulcer is present, there is a break in the skin or mucous membrane which provides an easy entry or exit point for the virus. Thus, for ulcerative STIs, the risk of HIV transmission is particularly high. 

· When an STI (ulcerative or non-ulcerative) is present in the partner who has HIV, the number of viruses in the genital secretions is greatly increased. 

· When an STI is present in the partner who does not have HIV, the STI increases the number of target cells (including CD4 cells) for HIV in the genital tract, thus increasing susceptibility.

· In contexts where condom use is low, treatment of STIs can have a significant impact on HIV 

transmission.

2.    STIs are a very common health problem. 

In 1999, WHO estimated that 340 million people were newly infected with STIs. Eighty-five percent of 

new infections have been estimated to occur in developing countries.  In developing countries, STIs 

and their complications are among the top five disease categories for which adults seek health care. 

Even without considering HIV, STIs cause the second highest burden of disease in women aged 15 to 

44 years in developing countries, after maternal mortality and morbidity. 

3.   STIs can have serious medical consequences.

      STIs can lead to: infertility in both men and women; serious illness, e.g. arthritis associated with 

      gonorrhoea, heart problems and neurological problems associated with syphilis; chronic lower  

      abdominal pain in women; cancers of the genital tract and anus; abortion; ectopic pregnancy; stillbirth; 

      illness and death of the newborn. 

4.    STIs can have serious social consequences. 

       For example: relationship problems, violence, rejection, stigma of infertility and STI. 

5. Even though STIs are potentially serious illnesses, most STIs are completely and easily curable with              appropriate treatment. Some STIs, like herpes, are caused by viruses for which there is no cure; but even in these cases there are measures that people can take to protect themselves and others.  

6. All STIs are preventable.

Symptoms and signs that could indicate an STI include: 

· Genital discharge (pus or bad smelling fluid)

· Sores or blisters on the genitals

· Lower abdominal pain in women

· Swelling and pain of the testes

· Swelling of glands in the groin area

· Itching of the genitals

· Warts in the genital area 

· Pain or burning on urination

· Pain during sex

· Abnormal bleeding in women

These symptoms and signs can also be the result of other problems not related to an STI, but it is very important to get them diagnosed and treated promptly, whatever the cause. 

Diagnosis and treatment of STIs 

There are over 30 organisms that can cause STIs. Many have similar symptoms and signs and it is usually not possible to tell exactly which organism is responsible without using a laboratory test. Studies have shown that even experienced clinicians cannot make an accurate diagnosis on physical examination only. Different organisms causing STIs are sensitive to different drugs. The only way to ensure that we prescribe the right drug, is to do a laboratory test to identify the organism (and its sensitivity).

However, in many developing countries, laboratory tests to diagnose STIs are often not available. To address this problem, WHO developed a method of managing STIs called “the syndromic approach” or “syndromic management “, which does not rely on laboratory tests. Although there are many different STIs, they can be grouped together according to their symptoms and signs, into seven main groups or syndromes. Each of these syndromes can be easily recognized on history and examination, i.e. without using laboratory tests. 

By identifying the syndrome, the range of possible causative organisms is also identified, even though it is not possible through clinical examination alone to identify exactly which one is present in each case (In fact, more than one may be present). Treatment includes a combination of antibiotics that will cover the most common organisms causing the syndrome in that part of the world.  For example, for genital ulcers in an area where syphilis and chancroid are the most common causes, the treatment could be penicillin (for syphilis) plus ciprofloxacin (for chancroid). 

STI syndrome table

Syndrome



Causative organisms

Urethral discharge in men 

(urethritis)


Neisseria gonorrhea 

Chlamydia trachomatis

Non-specific urethritis pathogens

Vaginal discharge 

(vaginitis / cervicitis)


Bacterial vaginosis 

Trichomonas vaginalis

Candida albicans

Neisseria gonorrhea

Chlamydia trachomatis

Genital ulcers





Treponema pallidum  (syphilis)

Haemophilus ducreyi  (chancroid) 

Herpes simplex virus type 2

Calymatobacterium granulomatis (donovanosis/granuloma inguinale) 

Chlamydia trachomatis L1-L3 (lymphogranuloma venereum)

Lower abdominal pain in women 

(pelvic inflammatory disease)



Neisseria gonorrhea


Chlamydia trachomatis 

Anaerobic pathogens

Testicular pain and swelling

(epididymo-orchitis)

Neisseria gonorrhea 

Chlamydia trachomatis 

Non-specific urethritis pathogens

Inguinal swelling




Chlamydia trachomatis 

Haemophilus ducreyi  (chancroid) 

Neonatal conjunctivitis

(ophthalmia neonatorum)
Neisseria gonorrhea 

Chlamydia trachomatis

