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Sexually Transmitted InfectionsSexually Transmitted Infections

• Medicines are supplied directly to you
by the clinic and are free of charge.

• You can attend the clinic without a
referral letter from your GP. Phone
in advance for an appointment.

How can you avoid
infection with STIs?
Abstention - STIs are transmitted by
sexual contact with an infected
person. Therefore, abstaining from
sex altogether is a certain way of
avoiding infection.
Limit Partners - Nobody has a natural
immunity to an STI and a once only
contact may be the source of
infection. Also, the more partners
you have the greater your risk of
catching an infection.
Condom Use / ‘Safe Sex’ - For
sexually active people who are not in
a “one faithful partner” relationship,
the proper use of a good quality new
condom, will significantly reduce
the risk of infection. However,
condoms do not offer total
protection as they may fail during
use. Oil based lubricants should not
be used as they weaken the condom
and make it useless as protection.
Alcohol and Drug Use - Alcohol or
drugs use can affect your decision-
making capacity and may lead you
to take risks you would not take
when sober.

Myths about infection
STIs are not transmitted by sharing
cutlery and crockery, in swimming
pools, or by non-sexual contact with
infected people, so there is no need
to ostracize or shun people who 
may be infected.

If you think you have
become infected…
Contact your GP or STI clinic 
(see back cover for details). 
All consultations are strictly
confidential. Various tests will
determine whether infection is
present.
Most treatments are simple and
painless and you do not have to be
admitted to hospital.
REMEMBER- the sooner an STI is
diagnosed and treated the greater
the chance of it being completely
cured without any complications.

What is the treatment?
Treatment varies from injections
and tablets to lotions and creams,
depending on the condition
diagnosed. Sexual contact should be
avoided during treatment. 
It is vital that you inform sexual
partners, so that they can get
themselves tested also.

Sexually Transmitted InfectionsSexually Transmitted Infections

Sex is a very normal and healthy part
of our lives. This booklet is not meant
to stop you enjoying sex, but to help
you avoid the kinds of infections that
can make sex unhealthy. 

What are STIs?
STIs are Sexually Transmitted
Infections, which can be passed on
from one person to another during
sexual contact.

What causes them?
STIs are caused by bacteria, viruses
and other microscopic organisms,
which are present in the blood, semen,
body fluids or the pubic area of an
infected person. STIs are common.
Any sexually active person may be
exposed to a sexually transmitted
infection.

Can they be cured?
Most STIs, once diagnosed, can be
cured with treatment. It is important
to get treatment early as STIs can
cause serious and permanent damage.

Who can get infected?
Anyone who is sexually active and
not in a “one faithful partner”
relationship is at risk of being
infected with an STI. Some infections
lie dormant in the body for months

without any visible signs. There is
no natural immunity to STIs, so
anyone can be infected from a single
sexual contact with an infected person.
If you are pregnant and think you
may have an STI it is particularly
important to get it checked out and
treated as soon as possible.

What happens at an STI clinic?
Treatment in an STI Clinic/GUM Clinic
(Genito Urinary Medicine Clinic) is
confidential, non judgmental and free.
• Staff at the clinic are specially 

trained to treat sexually transmitted
infections in an understanding 
and helpful way so there is no 
need for you to feel embarrassed.

• The service is confidential and your
medical notes do not form part of 
the general hospital records.   
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CHLAMYDIACHLAMYDIA

What is Chlamydia?
This is a sexually transmitted
infection caused by a bacteria called
Chlamydia Trachomatis. 

How is Chlamydia passed on?
• Having sex with someone who is 

infected.
• An infected mother to her baby at 

birth – may cause eye infection in 
the baby.

Symptoms in Women
About 80% of women who are
infected by Chlamydia will have no
symptoms.
Possible symptoms are:
• A slight increase in vaginal 

discharge caused by the cervix 
becoming inflamed.

• A need to pass urine more often or
pain when passing urine.

• Lower abdominal pain.
• Pain during sex.
• Irregular menstrual bleeding.
As many as three out of every four
women with Chlamydia do not have
any symptoms or have symptoms so
mild that they are not troubled by
them.

Complications in Women
Left untreated in women, Chlamydia

can sometimes spread to the womb
and fallopian tubes. Infection here
may eventually lead to pain,
blockages of tubes and infertility. 
If a woman has Chlamydia when she
is pregnant she risks having an
ectopic pregnancy (pregnancy in the
fallopian tube) or premature birth.
The infection can be passed on to
the baby giving it an eye or lung
infection. Chlamydia can also lead
to chronic (long-term) pelvic pain, if
left untreated.

Symptoms in Men
Men are more likely to notice
symptoms than women are, but
about 20% may not notice any
discharge either, as the germ tends
to hide itself inside the cells of your
body and may even be found in
people who show no symptoms of
infection at all.
Possible symptoms include:
• Discharge from the penis, which 

may be white, cloudy and watery 
and may stain underwear.

• Pain when passing urine.

Complications in Men
Untreated, chlamydia may cause the
following complications in men:
painful inflammation of the
testicles, which may cause infertility.

CHLAMYDIACHLAMYDIA

Treatment
The infection must be treated, as if
it is left untreated, it may lead to
problems with future fertility.
Attendance at your GP or an STI
clinic is necessary. 
Full screening for other STIs may be
necessary. 
You cannot cure Chlamydia yourself
or get over-the-counter medicines.
Special antibiotics need to be
prescribed by a doctor.

Prevention
Practice safe sex.
Recent sexual partners should be
checked for Chlamydia infection.
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CYSTITISCYSTITIS 

What is it?
It is an inflammation inside the
bladder. More than half of women
will have it at some time. Many
women suffer repeated episodes.
Men get cystitis too but it is much
less common.

How is it passed on?
• The bacteria, which normally live 

in your bowel, can cause inflammation
if they get into the urethra or bladder.

• Friction - sometimes the urethra 
can be damaged during sex.

Symptoms
• Burning feeling in the urethra 

when you pass water, sometimes 

there can be blood in the urine or 
it may be cloudy.

• A feeling that you need to pass 
water very frequently, even though 
there may be no urine to pass.

• A dragging ache in the lower back.

Treatment
Antibiotics, medicine for pain relief,
a local anaesthetic cream.

Prevention
Make sure you empty your bladder
completely when you pass water.
Always wipe your bottom from front
to back to avoid spreading bacteria
from the anus. Avoid using perfumes,
soaps, deodorants, antiseptics or
talc in the genital area.

GENITAL HERPESGENITAL HERPES

What is it?
The herpes simplex virus is the
cause of cold sores and genital
herpes. It can cause infections
around the anus, genital areas, eyes
and fingers. It can be passed from
an infected pregnant mother to child.

Symptoms
• Burning, stinging, tingling or 

itching in the genital area, pain in
the legs, bum or genital area, 
vaginal discharge, possible fever, 
headache, muscle aches. These 
symptoms happen 2 to 3 days 
after sexual contact and last for 
about 2 to 3 weeks.

• Difficulty in passing urine may 
occur.

• Itching and pain when passing 
water.

• Small red lumps appear on the 
penis, on the lips of the vagina or 
in the vagina, or around the back 
passage. These bumps develop 
into blisters. These quickly burst 
to leave tiny red punched out 
ulcers, which are painful and 
tender. After a few days the sores 
crust over and heal. Several crops 
of blisters may appear one after 
the other.

Once you have herpes it stays in the
body and may become active from
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GENITAL HERPESGENITAL HERPES (continued)

time to time. The first attack is
usually the worst. Stress, illness,
tight clothing, menstruation or direct
sunlight on genital areas can trigger
attacks. Some reoccurrences may
have no obvious cause.

How is it passed on?
It is a virus and can be passed on by
vaginal, anal and oral sex. Cold sores

around the mouth are caused by a
different strain of the virus, however
it can be passed by oral/genital
contact during oral sex with someone
who has cold sores or genital sores.
It is therefore important to use a
condom. Rarely, self-infection may
occur, e.g. the virus may be
transferred via the fingers to other
parts of the body such as the eye.

Treatment
Urgent referral to the STI Clinic/GP
is necessary to identify the exact
virus present. Full screening for
other STIs maybe needed. Topical
ointments can reduce the discomfort 
of a herpes outbreak, reduce itching
and speed the healing process.
Baths and anti-septic creams may
also reduce discomfort. Your doctor
may prescribe anti-viral medication
if necessary.

Prevention
Always use condoms plus spermicide,
since there is some risk of transmission
even between outbreaks when sores
are not visible. Female condoms are
even better than male condoms
because they cover more genital
surface. Avoid kissing when you or
your partner has cold sores. Avoid
having oral sex when you or your
partner have cold sores or genital sores.

GENITAL WARTSGENITAL WARTS

What are they?
Genital warts are caused by virus
called the human papilloma virus
(HPV) and can affect different parts
of the body. When it appears around
the sexual parts (genitals) they are 
known as genital warts. They are one
of the most common sexually
transmitted infections.

Symptoms
• Warts can take on a variety of 

appearances and are best 
described as fleshy growths.

• Small hard lumps. These can 
appear anytime up to 6 months 
after sexual contact. However, they
may take several years before they
show.

• The lumps can occur in groups.

• The lumps can sometimes go 
unnoticed.

In both men and women, warts may
be very small and they are often
difficult to see that is why doctors
encourage partners of people with
warts to attend for examination.

In Women
The warts may appear on the lips of
the vagina, inside the vagina, on the
cervix or around the anus.
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GENITAL WARTSGENITAL WARTS (continued)

In Men
The warts may appear on the tip or
shaft of the penis, under the foreskin
or around the anus. If untreated the
warts may begin to look like small
cauliflower shaped lumps. Not every
spot on the genitals is a wart, but it’s
good to get it checked if you think you
may have been exposed to genital warts.

How are they passed on?
The wart virus is passed on from one
person with this infection to another
during intimate contact. This need
not be penetrative vaginal or anal
sex; close genital to genital contact 
is sufficient. However, it is unusual
to get genital warts through oral sex.
The virus can be passed on even if
the warts cannot be seen.

Treatment
The most common forms of treatments
are paints and cryotherapy.
• The “paints” are chemical 

preparations applied on the wart.
• Cryotherapy – This is a freezing 

treatment, which can be sprayed 
onto the warts. In some cases it is
possible for warts to disappear 
without treatment, but it is 
impossible to predict the likelihood
of this in individual cases. It is 
therefore advised that individuals 

seek medical treatment, as warts 
are infectious. Also, the sooner the 
warts are treated, the better the 
response.

• Wart “paints” or compounds that are
available from pharmacies over the
counter for the treatment of hand and
foot warts should NOT be used - 
genital skin is very sensitive and you
could damage yourself with these 
paints.

Complications
Certain types of cervical warts may
increase the likelihood of abnormal
cells in the cervix. Cervical smear
tests are advised for all women, as
advised by your doctor.

Prevention
Condoms can prevent the spread of
the wart virus. Good hygiene practices
should be employed, particularly for
any contact with the infected area.

GONORRHOEAGONORRHOEA

What is it?
Gonorrhoea is a bacterial infection,
which is passed by sexual contact
from an infected partner to another.
It is important to treat because a
person may develop complications 
and is infectious sexually, if left
untreated. It can infect the blood,
skin, joints and eyes.

Symptoms
It is possible to be infected with
gonorrhoea and have no symptoms.
Approximately 20% of men and
80% of women infected with
gonorrhoea have no symptoms.

In Women
• Yellowish green vaginal discharge.
• Vaginal soreness.
• Burning pain when passing water.
• Frequently passing water.
• Fever in later stages.

In Men
• Yellowish green discharge from the

penis.
• Burning pain from passing water.
• Frequently passing water.
• Fever in later stages.

In Both
If the anus is infected there may be
anal irritation, discharge and painful
bowel movements. In some cases
there are NO SIGNS of infection.

How Gonorrhoea is passed on?
• By sexual intercourse, penetrative 

sex (when the penis enters the 
vagina, mouth or anus).

• Transmission may be by direct 
contact during sexual intimacy.

• Rimming (When a person uses 
their mouth and tongue to 
stimulate another person’s anus).

• Inserting your finger into an 
infected vagina, anus or mouth 
and then putting them into your 
own without washing your hands 
in between.

• An infected mother can pass it on 
to her baby’s eyes at birth.

Treatment
Antibiotic treatment for both partners.
Early detection and treatment is
necessary. All sexual contacts of the
infected person must be traced and
treated.

Complications
If gonorrhoea is untreated, it can
cause the following problems:
In MEN: it can sometimes spread to
the testicles and cause severe
inflammation.
In WOMEN: it can spread to the
fallopian tubes and result in Pelvic
Inflammatory Disease, (PID) with
possible infertility. Without
treatment a narrowing of the urethra
or abscesses can develop.

Prevention
Condoms can prevent vaginal, anal and
oral spread. Care is also needed to
prevent it being passed on by mouth.
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HIV/AIDSHIV/AIDS 

What is HIV?
HIV is the human immuno-deficieney
virus that causes AIDS. A member of
a group of viral retroviruses, HIV
infects human cells and the ability
of the cells to fight infection.

What is AIDS?
Acquired Immuno-Deficiency Syndrome

ACQUIRED - means you get it from
someone
IMMUNO-DEFICIENCY - means your
body cannot defend itself against
certain illnesses.
SYNDROME - means a collection of
symptoms and signs, which a doctor
may recognize.

AIDS is a disease in which the body’s
immune system breaks down and is
unable to fight off certain infections.

How is it passed on?
HIV is usually transmitted through
sexual contact. It is the most
dangerous of all STIs.
HIV can be transmitted by:
• Unprotected sexual intercourse
• Unprotected anal sex
• Unprotected vaginal sex
• Infected injecting drug users 

sharing needles
• Through infected blood or blood 

products
• From a HIV positive mother to her 

baby in the womb, during birth or 
breastfeeding.

HIV/AIDSHIV/AIDS 

You may be HIV positive and not know
it. Your sex or drug partner may be HIV
positive and not know it. You may look
and feel healthy. Once the virus is in
your body you are infected for the rest
of your life and can infect others.

HIV is found in:
HIV is carried in body fluids, but only
certain fluids carry enough viruses to
transmit it. They are:
• Blood
• Semen
• Vaginal fluids
• Breast milk

There is no danger from saliva, tears,
sweat etc. So being sneezed on,
shaking hands, kissing and ordinary
social contact carry no risk.

Prevention
• Always practice safe sex.
• Always use clean needles and do 

not share needles.
• Always treat spillages of blood as 

infected. Clean up spilled blood, it
can be a risk if you have cuts on 
your hands. Always make sure cuts
are covered with waterproof plasters
or gloves.

• Find alternatives to penetrative 
sexual intercourse.

• Use condoms. A condom properly 
used can prevent the spread of HIV.

There is no cure for AIDS at present
but a cocktail of drugs may keep it
under control, AIDS is a chronic
disease and once infected, a person
always carries the virus.
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PUBIC LICE ( CRABS )PUBIC LICE (CRABS)

What is it?
Pubic lice are very small lice
commonly known as crabs. This
means they can be found in pubic
hair, but also in hair in the underarm,
chests, legs but rarely on the eyelids.
They do not affect head hair.

Transmission
The crab louse is transmitted by
close body contact. It may take from
five days to several weeks before
symptoms are noticed.

Symptoms
Adult lice infect strong hairs of the
pubic area, body hair (underarms,

legs, chest) and rarely eye lashes.
They may be seen as moving greyish,
pin sized lice. Eggs (nits) stick to the
hairs and may be seen on close
inspection. Itch is the main symptom
and the skin may become inflamed
due to scratching.

How are they passed on?
It is possible, though very unlikely,
that they could be caught from toilet
seats. It can be passed on through
close body contact, vaginal, anal sex
and from infested bed linen or clothes.

Treatment
The lice can be easily treated with a
lotion obtained over the counter.

SYPHILISSYPHILIS

What is it?
Syphilis is a bacterial infection.

How is it passed on?
It is usually sexually transmitted. It
can also be passed from an infected
mother to an unborn child.
• From contact with an infected 

partner. Can be spread by kissing, 
oral, vaginal and anal sex.

Symptoms
Over 80% of infected people show no
symptoms. The signs and symptoms
are the same in both men and women.
They can be difficult to recognise and
may take up to 3 months to show after
having sexual contact with an infected
person. Syphilis has several stages:

Stages include:
1) Primary Stage – a painless sore
lasting two or three weeks may appear
at the place where the bacteria
entered the body. On average this
will be after 21 days. You may not
notice them. The sore can appear
anywhere on the body, but mainly:
• On the vulva (lips of the vagina), 

the clitoris and around the opening
of the urethra (water passage).

• On the cervix (neck of the womb) 
in women.

• On the penis and foreskin in men.
• Around the anus.
The sore usually heals itself in about
a month.

2) Secondary Stage – if the infection
remains untreated the secondary
stage usually occurs 3-6 weeks after
the appearance of sores. 

Symptoms may include:
A non-itchy rash covering the whole
body or appearing in patches.
• Fat, warty-looking growths on the 

vulva and around the anus in both
sexes.

• Flu-like illness, a feeling of 
tiredness and loss of appetite, 
accompanied by swollen glands.

3) Latent Stage – If left untreated
symptomatic late syphilis will develop.
This usually develops after 10 years.
It is then that syphilis can affect the
heart and possibly the nervous system.
After this Syphilis may cause no
symptoms for many years but if left
untreated can still damage your health.

Complications
Without treatment the infection
remains present in the body for many
years. It may cause permanent damage
to the heart, brain and other organs.

Treatment
Syphilis is usually treated by
penicillin injections.

Prevention
Practice safer sex. Using a condom
can prevent syphilis. Avoid contact with
open sores and cover broken skin.
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BACTERIAL VAGINOSISBACTERIAL VAGINOSIS

Is not usually a sexually acquired
condition.

What is it?
Bacterial Vaginosis is a vaginal
infection caused by an organism
known as Haemophilis Vaginalis or
Gardnarella Vaginalis.

It can occur in both men and women.

Symptoms
• 50% of women have no symptoms.
• It is usually not associated with 

soreness, itching or irritation.
• Discharge which is yellowish, and 

sometimes has a “fishy” smell.

Complications
It can be associated with late
miscarriage.

Treatment
A drug called Flagyl is taken for five
days or alternatively, a course of
pessaries can be used.

TRICHOMONAS INFECTIONTRICHOMONAS INFECTION

What is it?
Trichomonas is an infection caused
by a parasite. It is almost always,
transferred by sexual contact. 

Symptoms in Women
• Soreness in vaginal area
• Itch
• Discharge which is usually watery, 

greenish and frothy.
• Itchy discharge which may be 

smelly.

Symptoms in Men
Frequency urinating, there are no
symptoms but soreness and itch on
the penis.

Treatment
Consists of taking a drug called
Flagyl for seven days. Both partners
should be treated.

Prevention
Always use a condom.
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THRUSHTHRUSH

What is it?
Thrush is caused by a yeast fungus
called candida albicans, which lives
normally in the bowel and in the
mouth. It can flare up from time to
time in some individuals causing 
thrush. It isn’t considered an STI,
but can be passed sexually.

What can cause it?
Thrush is more likely to develop
when you:
• Are pregnant.
• Are taking certain antibiotics.
• Have diabetes.
• Are unwell.

Symptoms in Women
• Itching, soreness and redness 

around the vulva or anus.
• A thick white discharge from the 

vagina like cottage cheese and 
smells yeasty.

• A swollen vulva.
• Pain when you have sex.
• Pain when you pass urine.

Symptoms in Men
Even when infected there might be
no symptoms. Thrush does not
usually survive on the male penis
because it is outside the body.
Sometimes there may be the
following symptoms:

• Burning or itching under the 
foreskin or tip of the penis.

• Redness or red patches under the 
foreskin or on the tip of the penis.

• A thick cheesy discharge under 
the foreskin.

• Difficulty in pulling back the 
foreskin.

Treatment
If there are no symptoms, candida

need not be treated. Treatments

include pessaries, tablets or creams.

Prevention
• Avoid perfumed soaps and vaginal 

deodorants.
• Always wash from front to back to 

avoid spreading yeast from the 
anus to the vagina.

• Use cotton underwear and avoid 
wearing tight jeans etc.

SAFER SEXSAFER SEX

• Not all vaginal discharges are caused 
by a Sexually Transmitted Infection.

• Not all sexually transmitted infections 
cause symptoms.

• Alcohol or drugs may lower your ability to 
make responsible decisions about your 
sexual behaviour and may lower your 
ability to use of condoms correctly.

• Remember condoms, when used properly, 
provide the most reliable means of protection
against sexually transmitted infections.

• Always use a good quality condom when 
having sex. Look for the quality mark CE 
or Kite mark.

• Do not share sex toys or vibrators.
• Do not share needles if you are injecting 

drugs. Remember any exchange of body 
fluids can be dangerous.

• Be careful with whom you have sex. 
Unsafe sex can endanger your health.

How do you use a condom?
Use a new condom each time you have sex.
Always check the expiry date on the packet
and that there is a quality mark on each packet.

Always put the condom on as soon as the
penis is erect, and when there is any contact
with his partner. This is important because
fluid, which may contain sperm, can seep
from the penis early during sex.

Take the condom out of the packet carefully,
making sure that you don’t damage it with
your fingernails or jewellery.  

Gently squeeze the last centimetre of the
closed end of the condom between your
finger and thumb, to let out any trapped air
and make space for the man’s semen.

Keeping the end of the condom ‘air free’,
hold the condom at the tip of the erect penis.
With the flat part of your fingers, roll the
condom carefully over the penis. It is now
safe for the penis to enter the vagina, anus
or touch the genital area.

After the man has ejaculated but before his
erection is completely lost, hold the condom
rim firmly around the penis while the penis is
withdrawn. This makes sure that the condom
doesn’t slip, accidentally spilling semen in or
around his partners’ genital area. p18p17
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For further copies of this booklet, please contact; Health Promotion Services

GALWAY: West City Centre, Seamus Quirke Road, Galway.  Tel. 091 548321  eMail: Eileen.Holland@whb.ie  

MAYO: St. Mary’s Hospital, Castlebar, Co. Mayo.  Tel: 09490 42266  eMail: Josephine.Waters@whb.ie

ROSCOMMON: Western Health Board, Lanesboro Road, Roscommon. Tel: 09066 37595  eMail: Michelle.Shannon@whb.ie
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INFORMATIONINFORMATION

If you are worried about a sexually transmitted infection contact your GP 
Out of hours for GP service contact WESTDOC at 1850 365 000

INFECTIOUS DISEASE CLINIC 

GALWAY
University College Hospital, Newcastle Road, Galway.
Tel: (091) 525 200 (by appointment only)

BALLINASLOE
Portiuncula Hosptial, Ballinasloe, Co. Galway.
Tel: (09096) 48367 (by appointment only)
THURSDAY: 2.00pm - 5.00pm

MAYO
Mayo General Hospital, Castlebar, Co Mayo.
Tel: (09490) 21733 Ext.3076 (by appointment only)
TUESDAY: 9.45am - 11.45am

OTHER INFORMATION

AIDS WEST
Ozanam House, St. Augustine St., Galway. Helpline: (091) 562213

GALWAY RAPE CRISIS CENTRE
7 Claddagh Quay, Galway. Helpline: 1850 355 355. Tel: (091) 58 94 95

GALWAY FAMILY PLANNING 
Lismoyle House, St. Augustine St., Galway. Tel: (091) 562992
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