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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords Objectives: The implementation of social confinement measures to reduce the spread of coronavirus disease 2019
COVID-19 (COVID-19) has limited the clinical and laboratory diagnosis of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) and their
SARS-CoV-2 transmission. This study aims to explore the epidemiological behaviour of two notifiable STDs during the first 6
:TDh'l' months of the COVID-19 pandemic in Cuba.

1118
G);Iilonhoea Study design: This is an exploratory study of the incidence rates of syphilis and gonorrhoea during the COVID-19

pandemic in Cuba.

Methods: This study compares national weekly surveillance data on syphilis and gonorrhoea incidence rates in
Cuba with the timeline of implemented social confinement measures.

Results: Incidence rates for both STDs were declining before the first case of COVID-19 was identified in Cuba.
Following the confirmation of COVID-19 in Cuba and the implementation of social confinement measures, the
decreasing incidence rates of syphilis and gonorrhoea continued. When social measures were subsequently
relaxed, there was an increase in the incidence of syphilis, but incidence levels of gonorrhoea remained at a
plateau.

Conclusions: The results of this study suggest that the social measures introduced to curb the spread of COVID-19
influenced the sexual risk behaviours of individuals and subsequently modified the incidence of syphilis and
gonorrhoea. It is necessary to continue epidemiological surveillance for longer periods of time and to explore it at

the local, regional and national levels to better understand STDs in times of COVID-19.

In Cuba, the first cases of severe acute respiratory syndrome coro-
navirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) infection, causing the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19), were reported on 11 March 2020 (epidemiological week
11) [1]; coinciding with the day when the World Health Organisation
declared COVID-19 a pandemic. Community transmission of COVID-19
was recorded 4 weeks later in Cuba [2].

Since the beginning of the pandemic in Cuba, and according to the
epidemiological situation, the government and the Ministry of Public
Health have taken measures to reduce COVID-19 transmission. The main
actions, at first, were social distancing and hygienic-sanitary measures.
However, when community transmission was declared, it was necessary
to reduce population mobility by stopping transportation and increasing
social and physical distancing. In addition to social and sanitary mea-
sures, in localities with high transmission rates, quarantine/lockdown
measures were established, and ambulatory and external consultation
services were limited in some health institutions [2].

In June, after an improvement in the COVID-19 epidemiological sit-
uation in Cuba, restrictions were relaxed and activities resumed (phase 1
of post-COVID-19 recovery); including the reopening of national tourism,
transportation, nightclubs, swimming pools, beaches, as well as other
socialisation and recreational facilities [3]. However, as of 1 September,
due to an increase in the number of people infected by SARS-CoV-2,
stricter social confinement measures was reinstated in the capital for 1
month (including the limitation of movements of people and vehicles
from 7pm to 5am) and quarantine/lockdown was declared in other
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affected regions [4].

Some studies have investigated the effect of COVID-19 on the inci-
dence of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs); the lockdown that was
implemented as a result of the pandemic has limited the clinical and
laboratory diagnosis of STDs and presumably also their transmission [5,
6]. This study compares syphilis and gonorrhoea incidence rates in Cuba
with the timeline of social confinement measures implemented to reduce
the spread of SARS-CoV-2 infection.

Syphilis and gonorrhoea are notifiable diseases in Cuba, treated
mainly in primary care health centres and their diagnoses are aetiological
(case confirmation by specific laboratory tests) [7].

The nationwide weekly surveillance data from the Weekly Epidemi-
ological Bulletins of the Tropical Medicine Institute “Pedro Kouri” [8]
and the Statistical Yearbook of Health [9] show that the incidence of
syphilis and gonorrhoea declined in the first half of 2020 (see Fig. 1).
Both syphilis and gonorrhoea have reported this trend annually since
2018 and 2013, respectively.

Comparing incidence rates for syphilis and gonorrhoea between June
and September 2020, an increase of syphilis incidence is seen (from
36.34 to 39 cases/100,000 inhabitants per week) and a plateau (similar
to the historical behaviour in 2018 and 2019) for gonorrhoea (around 26
cases/100,000 inhabitants per week) [see Fig. 1. During this time, an
increase in the number of individuals and regions affected by SARS-CoV-
2 infection was also reported. Young and middle-aged groups had the
highest number of cases, but were also the least vulnerable population to
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Fig. 1. Syphilis and gonorrhea incidence rates per week during 2018-2020 and the timeline of social measures to reduce the spreading of COVID-19 during 2020

in Cuba.

develop severe clinical forms of COVID-19 [1]. However, these age
groups also have the highest sexual activity and at the highest risk of
acquiring STDs; consequently, these individuals could be an important
link in the transmission of STDs and COVID-19. It is important to mention
that 60.8% of the Cuban population with SARS-CoV-2 infection were
asymptomatic at the time of diagnosis [1], which presumably decreases
the risk perception to this and other infectious diseases.

These results suggest that the relaxation of social lockdown measures
and the return to a new normal life, including resuming sexual risk be-
haviours, led to the increased incidence of syphilis and maintained the
usual pre-COVID 19 incidence rates of gonorrhoea.

The differences between the syphilis and gonorrhoea incidence rates
could be a result of various different factors, including the following
reasons. The consistent and correct use of latex condoms reduces the risk
for STDs when the infected area or site of potential exposure is covered.
However, during the early stages of syphilis, extragenital ulcers or skin
lesions can be present that transmit the infection when a person is in
direct contact. Condom use is often based on the perceived risk of
infection and it can be difficult to recognise the signs and symptoms of
STDs - a partner may only be perceived to be infected when clinical
manifestations are evident (e.g. the presence of genital discharge or
genital lesions), thus this may also increase the likelihood of transmission
of some pathogens.

The decrease in the syphilis and gonorrhoea rates during the first
weeks of the pandemic could be as a continuity of the historical epide-
miological behaviour of these diseases or as a consequence of the mea-
sures that were introduced to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic. It is
important to determine whether the reduced incidence rates of syphilis
and gonorrhoea are due to a reduction in sexual risk behaviours of in-
dividuals or to a decrease in visits to medical services (attributable to the
social confinement or to concerns about being exposed to COVID-19-
infected people in health institutions, as it has been reported in other
studies) [10]° [11] and thus reporting.

This exploratory approach investigating the influence of COVID-19
social measures on the incidence of syphilis and gonorrhoea during the
first 6 months of pandemic in Cuba is based on statistical data for the
country, but the incidences of these two STDs change according to the

provinces and municipalities. Thus, it is recommended that further
studies are carried out at the provincial and municipal levels, considering
sex, gender, age, social and sexual contacts, risk perceptions and be-
haviours, as well as social determinants related to these STDs. This ap-
plies not only to Cuba, but also to countries that have been facing COVID-
19 for longer periods of time, in order to have robust information for
decision-makers in public health systems.

It is important to adapt the prevention measures for STDs to COVID-
19 times, mainly in key populations that practice casual or transactional
sex, such as young people, men who have sex with men and trans-gender
persons. In addition, it is critical to monitor STD surveillance data and
determine any epidemiological patterns that correlate with the timeline
of implemented pandemic-response measures.

Figure. Syphilis and gonorrhea incidence rates per week during
2018-2020 and the timeline of social measures to reduce the spreading
of COVID-19 during 2020 in Cuba.
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