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STIs during the first and second 
wave of COVID-19 in Denmark

During the first wave of COVID-19, 
several European studies reported an 
unchanged incidence of STIs in the first 
half of 2020.1–4 Only a Spanish study 
found a decreased number.5 Data from 
the last part of 2020 are lacking, and 
due to long incubation periods of STIs, 
follow-up is important.

In Denmark, the first lockdown began 
in March 2020 with, among other 
things, closed nightlife and a public gath-
erings limit of 10. Restrictions reduced 
the incidence of COVID-19 and were 
loosened over summer so that bars could 
open and gatherings could include 100. 
The second wave started in September 
and culminated in December 2020. In 
response, nightlife was closed and gath-
ering limit reduced to 10 during the fall 
and winter.

As COVID-19 cause more harm on the 
elderly, one might expect them to follow 
social distancing recommendations more 
closely leading to a shift in age distribu-
tion among patients with STIs. Bonato 
et al3 found an unaffected mean age of 
syphilis patients during the first wave. 
None of the other studies examined age 
distribution.

The present study investigated the 
numbers of patients diagnosed with 
gonorrhoea or syphilis during the 
first and second wave of COVID-19 
in Denmark compared with the same 
period the three previous years. Addi-
tionally, the study investigated any 
possible change in the proportion of 
young and older infected.

Laboratory-confirmed cases of gonor-
rhoea and syphilis in Denmark are 
published by Denmark’s national surveil-
lance database for infectious diseases.6 
Monthly numbers of gonorrhoea and 
syphilis cases from the beginning of 2017 
to the end of 2020 were extracted from 
this freely available database. Subse-
quently, yearly numbers of patients older 
than 54 years were obtained.

A total of 2027 patients were diag-
nosed with gonorrhoea from March 
2020 to December 2020. That was 141 
patients more than during the same 
period the year before. Three hundred 
and fifty-eight patients were diagnosed 
with syphilis from March 2020 to 
December 2020. That was 47 patients 
more than during the same period the 
year before. Numbers of gonorrhoea and 
syphilis patients have grown over the 

past 4 years, and numbers in 2020 were 
an extension hereof (figure 1A). For both 
gonorrhoea and syphilis, the proportion 
of patients over the age of 54 years was 
constant from 2017 to 2020 (figure 1A). 
The monthly number of gonorrhoea and 
syphilis patients were comparable in 
2019 and 2020 (figure 1).

COVID-19 restrictions had no impact 
on the incidence or proportion of young 
and older infected with gonorrhoea or 
syphilis. Results from this study with 
longer follow-up is in accordance with 
earlier reports from Europe.1–4 As for 
the rest of the world, in the USA, STIs 
incidences during the first half of 2020 
has been unchanged,7 while in Taiwan, 
an increase has been seen.8 Lebanon 
had a major reduction in STIs testing 
rates during the COVID-19 outbreak,9 
reminding us that the numbers of diag-
nosed STIs are dependent on behaviour 
and on access to medical services.

In conclusion, stable management of 
STIs during the continued COVID-19 
pandemic is required.
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Figure 1  (A) Yearly number of gonorrhoea and syphilis cases. (B) Monthly number of gonorrhoea 
cases. (C) Monthly number of syphilis cases. Grey columns: number of patients in 2019. Black 
columns: number of patients in 2020.
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