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Laboratory identification of unusual microbes— Are you going to charge a fee? 
 
If a request for identification of a bacterial pure culture isolate is received for a public health 
information reason such as a case of a reportable illness or part of an investigation----such as 
the identification of a bacterium causing diarrheal illness—there is no charge. If a nurse, the 
health officer, a disease investigator asks that no charge be applied because of one of these 
reasons, we will honor the request. 
 
However, If the reason for submittal is to determine the identity of an bacterial agent that is not 
reportable, such as an agent of endocarditis or sepsis, or a bacterial agent causing an 
opportunistic infection in a hospitalized immunocompromised patient, or is just of scientific 
curiosity, we need to apply a charge. Call the laboratory for more information  805-781-5512. 
 
 
Syphilis Serology Test orders 
 
 Currrently the SLO Public Health Laboratory performs the VDRL non-treponemal antigen 
(reaginic antiobody) test to screen to syphilis. If positive the laboratory will automatically perform 
(1) a quantitative VDRL testing to determine the titer of this non-specific antibody and also  
(2) the TP-PA, the Treponema pallidum—particle agglutination test, a test for specific antibody 
produced in response to infection by the syphilis agent. 
 It’s important to remember that the VDRL titer increases with the onset of infection and 
decreases in response to successful treatment. This is true of all non-treponemal tests including 
the VDRL and the Rapid Plasma Reagin test or RPR. If the disease is not detected and treated 
in the primary pase of syphilis and the patient progresses to secondary syphilis, the titer may be 
reduced during treatment but still be detectable. Patients may be referred to as “serofast” and 
may exhibit a titer of 1:1 to as high as 1:8. Biologic false positive results for the non-treponemal 
tests due to other infections, other diseases  and conditions such as pregnancy are very 
common however, and laboratory diagnosis typically requires a specific confirmatory test.
 Specific treponemal tests such as the TP-PA and enzyme immunoassays have largely 
replaced the FTA-ABS and the MHA-TP test as the tests of choice for syphilis. Specitic 
treponemal antibody is detected in prmary syphilis and can remain positive for years after 
infection, probably for life.  
  
 
Blood Smears for Parasites 
 The SLO laboratory recently detected a case of malaria, confirmed as Plasmodium 
ovale in a county resident with a travel history to a malaria-endemic country. 
       If you think you have a case please submit the four (4) thick and (4) thin glass slide blood 
smears (unfixed) and a tube of EDTA-anticoagulated blood for each suspect patient. This 
method allows our laboratory to rapidly examine smears while expediting the referral of 
specimens to the state public health laboratory for confirmation. 
 
 
 


