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Syphilis Serology—change in ordering requirements 

Many private reference laboratories have adopted a new generation of syphilis serologic tests 
that can be automated—tested on ‘walkaway’ platforms. These assays are usually enzyme 
immunoassays that target Treponema pallidum antigens. In the traditional parlance of syphilis serology, 
these are “treponemal “ tests. Some may measure IgG- and/or IgM-specific antibody to T. pallidum, 
while others may give a combined antibody result or index.  
 This trend of automation has resulted in the abandonment of traditional “reaginic” antibody 
screening tests (RPR, VDRL, ART, etc.) by the private reference laboratory industry. Is that bad?  Not 
necessarily. The challenge is to correctly interpret test results. Often, the stage of illness—primary new 
infection, secondary, old infection, treated and recovered, or success of treatment—cannot be 
determined without pairing a treponemal antibody result with a reaginic antibody test result for an 
individual patient. 
 Reaginic antibody is non-specific immunoglobulin E. A number of non-syphilitic conditions can 
results in a reactive reagin serologic result. But it is highly sensitive for detection of syphilis, as long as it 
coupled or reflexed to a specific treponemal test. Reaginic antibody appears very quickly after infection, 
often appearing before a treponemal test becomes positive. Reaginic antibody titer peaks with untreated 
infection and declines with successful treatment—a feature that treponemal tests do not do. Treponemal 
tests, including the TP-PA ( Treponemal pallidum Particle Agglutination) test that we offer, rise after 
infection and remain positive for life. As such, treponemal tests cannot be used to monitor the success of 
antibiotic treatment. 
 As the SLO County Public Heath Department must continually evaluate reported cases of syphilis 
to measure risk of transmission to contacts, specimens submitted to our laboratory for syphilis testing 
confirmation must also be tested for reaginic antibody. In our case, the Rapid Plasma Reagin (RPR) test 
will be ordered under the authority of the Health Officer when requests for TPPA testing are received. 
 To assist our submitters, we have set up a syphilis serology testing panel (acronym “SSP”) to 
allow for facilitated ordering. We also request use of the comments section of the requisition for 
information on previous test results and specific titers or values. 
 
If you have questions contact the Laboratory Director, Dr Jim Beebe  at (805) 781-5512 or 
jbeebe@co.slo.ca.us 
 
 
Agents of Bioterrorism Wet bench Workshop   Save the Date! June 17, 2010 
A Hands-on Wet Lab of Bioterrorism Agents will be held at California Polytechnic State University (Cal 
Poly) in San Luis Obispo. The All-day workshop allows hands-on experience with attenuated agents of 
plague, anthrax, tularemia, brucellosis and melioidosis presented by the San Luis Obispo Public Health 
Laboratory.   7 CEUs and no charge for this workshop; 12 seats maximum. Call or email Trudy Hodge at 
805-781-5507 or thodge@co.slo.ca.us  to reserve a seat. 
 
 
Packaging and Shipping Training—2010  Save that date  information! 
A workshop presented by nationally-recognized CDC expert Pat Payne, has been scheduled for MAY 20 
in San Luis Obispo Veterans Hall. This one-day program provides a comprehensive overview of 
regulations applicable to Packaging and Shipping human and animal specimens for laboratory testing.  

If you intend to register when on-line registration becomes available through the National 
Laboratory Training Network (NLTN) call Trudy Hodge at 805-781-5507 or thodge@co.slo.ca.us  
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