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ABSTRACT (300 words max):

Background: Increased syphilis transmission among women is a growing concern. Injecting drug use
has been associated with syphilis incidence, yet Australia’s STI Strategy does not consider people
who use drugs a priority population. To inform integrated care and targeted testing and prevention,
we estimated testing uptake and positivity for infectious syphilis among women attending primary
care services ever prescribed opioid agonist therapy (OAT), compared to those never prescribed OAT.

Methods: Consultation, OAT and syphilis test data were extracted from a sentinel surveillance
network of general practice, community health and alcohol and other drug services (n=25) for
women aged 15-55 years between 2014-2024. We report test uptake (number individuals
tested/number attending) and test positivity (number diagnoses/tests) for infectious syphilis,
stratified by evidence of ever having OAT prescribed (a proxy for ever injecting drugs). Associations



between test positivity and OAT prescription were explored using logistic regression, adjusted for age
and Indigenous status.

Results: Among 257,370 women, 5,667 (2.2%) were ever prescribed OAT. Of these, 1,100 (19.4%)
were tested for syphilis at least once (vs 12.6% of women never prescribed OAT). Of 32,933 total
women tested for syphilis (median=1 test/person; IQR=1-20), 116 (0.24%) tested positive (no
reinfections). Women ever prescribed OAT were more likely to test positive for syphilis (3.6% vs 0.2%;
aOR=11.4, 95%Cl: 7.3,17.8). The percentage of women ever prescribed OAT and tested for syphilis at
least once per calendar year declined from 7.6% to 5.7% between 2014-2024.

Conclusion: Women ever prescribed OAT and tested for syphilis were over 11 times likely to test
positive than women never prescribed OAT. Despite substantial increased syphilis notifications
among women over the observation period Australia-wide, annual syphilis testing rates declined for
women receiving OAT. Our findings strongly support greater integration of sexual health in models of
care for people who use drugs.
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