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Rate of sexually transmitted diseases high in region
43Comments
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Hamilton County has a "mini-epidemic" of sexually-transmitted
diseases, says the author of a new report gauging the region's
health.

The county's rate of syphilis is almost nine times higher than the
nation's, while gonorrhea and chlamydia rates are double and
triple, respectively, the national rates, according to the report,
"Indicators of Healthy Communities," released Monday.

"We don't like to talk about it, but we have a problem here. We
have a horrible problem locally that we need to address," said
Eddie Hooker, an emergency medicine physician and associate
professor of health services administration at Xavier University.

In 2010, the incidence rate for syphilis in
Hamilton County was 32 per 100,000,
compared to 3.6 for the U.S. and 2.0 for
Ohio.

Lack of money and manpower to track and
sometimes treat individuals infected with
chlamydia and gonorrhea are part of the
problem, Hooker said.

People can get tested at any hospital or
physician office, and those organizations
notify local health departments if someone
tests positive for an STD.

The physician who orders the test usually
prescribes treatment for the individual - but
some don't come in to get their final test
results, and many don't refer their partners
for testing or treatment, Hooker said.

The Cincinnati Health Department, which
does the bulk of STD testing in the region,
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Chlamydia
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keeps data on infections, but they don't have
the personnel or the budget to follow up with
people who test positive for chlamydia or
gonorrhea, said Larry Holditch, medical
director for the department.

"The main reason is the volume," Holditch
said. "You're talking about 6,300 cases of
chlamydia and 2,500 cases of gonorrhea.
You'd have to hire 100 staff. There's just not
the money or staff to do the follow-up."

When someone tests positive for an STD through one of the
department's health centers, staff give the individual a card that
they can share with their partner, he said.

"We don't get a huge return on that," he said.

Another issue, Hooker and Holditch said, is that in Ohio, it's illegal
to provide treatment to the partner of a person who tests positive
for an STD if they don't come in for testing.

Health department personnel do follow up on individuals who test
positive for syphilis and HIV, the virus that causes AIDS, and their
partners, Holditch said.

And, he said, the private or hospital-based physicians who ordered
the tests also have a responsibility to follow up infected individuals.

At Cincinnati Children's Hospital Medical Center, doctors and
nurses are using text messages to notify teens who test positive for
STDs to get treatment and bring their partners in, said Jill Huppert,
a pediatric and adolescent gynecologist.

"We looked at the rates of STDs in girls who were coming into the
emergency department, and almost a quarter of them who were
tested had chlamydia or gonorrhea. But we couldn't find them
afterwards or get them into treatment or even just let them know
they had something," she said.

Now, nurses ask for teens' cell numbers when they check into the
emergency department or teen health center.

Ohio law allows providers to notify teens of infection without
notifying their parents as well, Huppert said.

If an agency outside the health department wanted to take on the
task of following up on individuals with STDs, Hooker said, "I can
guarantee you that I will be standing up here next year saying you
made a difference."

Monday's health report does show some good news, Hooker said:
Deaths from heart disease, cancer and stroke are all decreasing,
though the region is still higher than the nation in those categories.

Xavier, the Health Improvement Collaborative of Greater Cincinnati
and the United Way of Greater Cincinnati put together the report,
which was first released in 1997. It was last issued in 2006 but will
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