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HEALTH ADVISORY: Two Gonococcal Isolates in Massachusetts 
demonstrate resistance 

January 24, 2023 

Dear Colleagues:  Please see attached letter concerning two gonococcal isolates in 
Massachusetts that demonstrated antimicrobial resistance. Below are a few 
highlights: 

 A gonorrhea isolate in Massachusetts showed decreased susceptibility to 
ceftriaxone, cefixime and azithromycin, and resistance to ciprofloxacin, 
tetracycline, and penicillin. 

 This is the first isolate identified in the United States to demonstrate 
resistance or reduced susceptibility to all drugs that are recommended for 
treatment. Molecular testing of another gonococcal isolate in Massachusetts 
also showed reduced susceptibility to ceftriaxone. 

 Ceftriaxone 500 mg IM cured these two cases. This is the first-line regimen for 
gonorrhea per the 2021 CDC STI Treatment Guidelines. 

 See the What to do if treatment failure is suspected section in the attached 
for specific actions if there is suspicion of a gonococcal treatment failure in 
any patient at any anatomic site. Evaluating for possible reinfection and 
ensuring treatment of all current partners is essential since most cases of 
suspected treatment failure are actually reinfections. 

Please contact the STD prevention staff at your local health department or Dr. Tim 
Menza at the Oregon Health Authority with any questions about suspected 
gonorrhea treatment failure. 

 

 

 
 

    Carolina Amador, MD, MPH, Public Health Officer   April Holland, Public Health Administrator 

https://www.cdc.gov/std/treatment-guidelines/default.htm
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/PROVIDERPARTNERRESOURCES/LOCALHEALTHDEPARTMENTRESOURCES/Pages/lhd.aspx
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/DISEASESCONDITIONS/HIVSTDVIRALHEPATITIS/SEXUALLYTRANSMITTEDDISEASE/Pages/Gonorrhea.aspx


 

Dear Colleagues, 

  

We are writing to inform you of two gonococcal infections with concerning lab results identified in 
Massachusetts (see clinical alert). The first case had a cultured isolate which showed decreased 
susceptibility to ceftriaxone, cefixime and azithromycin, as well as resistance to ciprofloxacin, tetracycline, 
and penicillin. Molecular testing confirmed that the reduced susceptibility to ceftriaxone was caused by a 
mutation in the penA60 allele and a second case was found to have the penA60 allele through molecular 
surveillance. Although both cases were successfully clinically and microbiologically cured following 
treatment with ceftriaxone, these findings are concerning.   

 

Background 

A patient presented to a primary care clinic with symptoms of urethritis. N. gonorrhoeae was isolated 
from a clinical specimen. The Massachusetts State Laboratory identified a concerning susceptibility 
pattern through culture testing and sent isolates to CDC for further testing (see box). 

 

  

Follow-up testing performed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Sexually 
Transmitted Disease (STD) Laboratory identified the penA60 allele, previously associated with 
ceftriaxone non-susceptible cases, as well as an additional case with the penA60 allele as part of 
molecular surveillance. 

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ft.emailupdates.cdc.gov%2Fr%2F%3Fid%3Dh75380105%2C182b6f7a%2C183751b1%26e%3DQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdJRD1VU0NEQ05QSU5fMTIyLURNOTcxNzAmQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdMYWJlbD1BTVIlMjBHb25vcnJoZWElM0ElMjBUd28lMjBDYXNlcyUyMG9mJTIwQ29uY2VybiUyMElkZW50aWZpZWQ%26s%3DhQwrFKvtGnxMrkZ2DXmKWro0oFZXC5kbXA7W99VCMy8&data=05%7C01%7Cjillian.d.garai%40dhsoha.state.or.us%7Ce4051fb63d4d4f40a8c908dafa5c08cd%7C658e63e88d39499c8f4813adc9452f4c%7C0%7C0%7C638097570449678239%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=sr5CAYUoJiE6trsHdrdwPB6TKgdZW3uHOUpKEODhlLs%3D&reserved=0


  

This is the first case of documented resistance to 6 of the 7 drugs tested on the 
standard GISP (Gonococcal Isolate Surveillance Project) panel, and these are the second and 
third identified gonococcal cases in the US with the penA60 allele. The first penA60 allele was 
identified in Las Vegas, Nevada in December 2019. The United Kingdom (UK) also recently 
published a case series of ten ceftriaxone-resistant cases, nine carrying the penA60 allele. All 
isolates were identified in the first six months of 2022 and most reported travel to Asia. All were 
cured with UK’s recommended gonorrhea treatment – a single injection of ceftriaxone 1g 
intramuscularly. In the United States, the recommended regimen is a single injection of 
ceftriaxone 500 mg intramuscularly. CDC also recommends routine test of cure for all known 
pharyngeal infections. 

  

What to do if treatment failure is suspected 

There are specific actions you can take if there is suspicion of a gonococcal treatment failure in 
any patient at any anatomic site: 

• Conduct a thorough sexual history to evaluate for possible reinfection. 
• If reinfection has been ruled out, repeat NAAT testing at all exposed anatomic sites, along 

with collection of specimens for gonococcal culture and antimicrobial susceptibility testing 
(AST). Clinics that do not have access to culture and AST can reach out to two regional 
laboratories. 

• Treating clinicians should consult a STD Clinical Prevention Training Center clinical 
expert or CDC for advice on obtaining cultures, antimicrobial susceptibility testing, and 
treatment. 

• Presumptive treatment failures, where re-infection has been ruled out, should be 
reported to CDC through the local or state health department within 24 hours of 
diagnosis. 

This is a reminder that antimicrobial-resistant gonorrhea remains an urgent public health threat 
nationally and internationally; all providers in all clinical settings need to remain vigilant. Timely 
identification and treatment, as well as rapid public health response, are essential to keeping 
patients safe and reducing the risk of community transmission. We must all remain alert for 
potential gonococcal treatment failures as we combat the growing threat of antimicrobial 
resistance in the US. 
  
  
Thank you for your ongoing commitment to STI prevention. 
  
  
Regards, 
  
Laura Hinkle Bachmann, MD, MPH, FIDSA, FACP 
Chief Medical Officer 
Division of STD Prevention 
National Center for HIV, Viral Hepatitis, STD and TB Prevention 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
  

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ft.emailupdates.cdc.gov%2Fr%2F%3Fid%3Dh75380105%2C182b6f7a%2C183751b2%26e%3DQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdJRD1VU0NEQ05QSU5fMTIyLURNOTcxNzAmQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdMYWJlbD1BTVIlMjBHb25vcnJoZWElM0ElMjBUd28lMjBDYXNlcyUyMG9mJTIwQ29uY2VybiUyMElkZW50aWZpZWQ%26s%3DVRsvTk9p2Upt2rN5fQCOLDYvhvEbQdtrQElNqx7XrZI&data=05%7C01%7Cjillian.d.garai%40dhsoha.state.or.us%7Ce4051fb63d4d4f40a8c908dafa5c08cd%7C658e63e88d39499c8f4813adc9452f4c%7C0%7C0%7C638097570449678239%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QphmbuhG%2BSNDuvf0QKvN3Sf8%2Bl3CHE3Ef1arPY86naQ%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ft.emailupdates.cdc.gov%2Fr%2F%3Fid%3Dh75380105%2C182b6f7a%2C183751b3%26e%3DQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdJRD1VU0NEQ05QSU5fMTIyLURNOTcxNzAmQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdMYWJlbD1BTVIlMjBHb25vcnJoZWElM0ElMjBUd28lMjBDYXNlcyUyMG9mJTIwQ29uY2VybiUyMElkZW50aWZpZWQ%26s%3Dp_rQRna4015CI7hLrN0EvlDyxuFGj5xzmY5SoOU43iE&data=05%7C01%7Cjillian.d.garai%40dhsoha.state.or.us%7Ce4051fb63d4d4f40a8c908dafa5c08cd%7C658e63e88d39499c8f4813adc9452f4c%7C0%7C0%7C638097570449678239%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=h4DN6LAlzf0xJj2pHBlwNVP1tABTA88Wy%2FjCtYF7TEY%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ft.emailupdates.cdc.gov%2Fr%2F%3Fid%3Dh75380105%2C182b6f7a%2C183751b4%26e%3DQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdJRD1VU0NEQ05QSU5fMTIyLURNOTcxNzAmQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdMYWJlbD1BTVIlMjBHb25vcnJoZWElM0ElMjBUd28lMjBDYXNlcyUyMG9mJTIwQ29uY2VybiUyMElkZW50aWZpZWQ%26s%3D0LPAwwDnauJYIK8ON7VQxbt0SMn2YvfHNSEC8To8Wwg&data=05%7C01%7Cjillian.d.garai%40dhsoha.state.or.us%7Ce4051fb63d4d4f40a8c908dafa5c08cd%7C658e63e88d39499c8f4813adc9452f4c%7C0%7C0%7C638097570449678239%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=O8PCK2fAetUFUUqgc2HAV4aH22f8RxLNQo9NqQZ%2BNj4%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ft.emailupdates.cdc.gov%2Fr%2F%3Fid%3Dh75380105%2C182b6f7a%2C183751b5%26e%3DQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdJRD1VU0NEQ05QSU5fMTIyLURNOTcxNzAmQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdMYWJlbD1BTVIlMjBHb25vcnJoZWElM0ElMjBUd28lMjBDYXNlcyUyMG9mJTIwQ29uY2VybiUyMElkZW50aWZpZWQ%26s%3Dv5m_yE2s6WiC8SxiK1j8bLFzkDRzgFIA83FFc3DLris&data=05%7C01%7Cjillian.d.garai%40dhsoha.state.or.us%7Ce4051fb63d4d4f40a8c908dafa5c08cd%7C658e63e88d39499c8f4813adc9452f4c%7C0%7C0%7C638097570449678239%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=MKBuC5cDP2%2FVyH85z0%2F%2FaMmyG1WAk%2Bcf23VJYkmvQfs%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Ft.emailupdates.cdc.gov%2Fr%2F%3Fid%3Dh75380105%2C182b6f7a%2C18375558%26e%3DQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdJRD1VU0NEQ05QSU5fMTIyLURNOTcxNzAmQUNTVHJhY2tpbmdMYWJlbD1BTVIlMjBHb25vcnJoZWElM0ElMjBUd28lMjBDYXNlcyUyMG9mJTIwQ29uY2VybiUyMElkZW50aWZpZWQ%26s%3DKL3D-9hYhLeLsmBOcElrsGZW7uP8Q7pC9EQ7X9cjZ6E&data=05%7C01%7Cjillian.d.garai%40dhsoha.state.or.us%7Ce4051fb63d4d4f40a8c908dafa5c08cd%7C658e63e88d39499c8f4813adc9452f4c%7C0%7C0%7C638097570449678239%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=doW596sC0oTXbj1g%2FlxF1A0SEzcnlv%2BCmHtZq%2BIGkDE%3D&reserved=0
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