
Somethings fishy
A common condition that brings many

to my clinic is bacterial vaginosis

BACTERIAL vaginosis is an
infection of the vagina
caused by an overgrowth of

normal bacteria in the vagina
The vagina normally contains
good bacteria which help keep
the body s immune system in
balance However there are con
ditions that can lead to the nor
mal balance of bacteria being dis
rupted and replaced by other
bad bacteria
In the past the condition was

called Gardnerella vaginitis after
the Gardnerella bacteria thought
to cause the condition However
scientists have since determined
that this form of infection is not
caused by a single bacterial spe
cies but a combination ofmulti
ple bacterial species in the vagi
na

The newer name bacterial
vaginosis reflects the fact that
there are a number of species of
bacteria that naturally live in the
vaginal area and may grow to
excess When these multiple
populations become imbalanced
a woman can have a vaginal dis
charge with a fish smelling foul
odour
Bacterial vaginosis is the most

common vaginal infection in
women of reproductive age It is
not a dangerous infection but it
can cause symptoms that disrupt
a woman s quality of life
Fortunately it is a condition

that can be easily treated by your
doctor

Hew does it occur

There are certain factors that
can increase your risk of develop
ing this bacterial imbalance If
you have multiple or new sexual
partners you may be at increased
risk

However it is not a sexually
transmitted infection so women
who have not had sexual inter
course or those in a monogamous
relationship can also get bacterial
vaginosis
Vaginal douching rinsing the

vagina with liquids and cigarette
smoking are two practices known
to increase the risk of developing
this bacterial infection
To correct some common mis

conceptions bacterial vaginosis
does not occur from using com
mon toilet seats bedding swim
ming pools or from touching
objects around you

What are the symptoms
The most common symptom of

bacterial vaginosis is abnormal
vaginal discharge accompanied
by an unpleasant odour
A certain amount of vaginal

discharge is normal for every
woman but you should be on the
lookout for discharge that is more
abundant than usual especially
after sexual intercourse It may
have a thin texture and be grey
ish white in colour
For some women the dis

charge may also smell unpleas
ant carrying a fishy odour Other
symptoms include burning dur
ing urination or itching around
the outside of the vagina
Bacterial vaginosis may also be

asymptomatic ie occur without
any symptoms at all There may
also be instances where the
above symptoms are actually due

to other infections that are more
serious So it is always important
to go for a medical check up
when you notice them

At the eJinie

When you see your doctor
with the above symptoms he or
she will make sure that you don t
have other more serious condi
tions by checking that you don t
have a fever pelvic pain or a his
tory of sexually transmitted
infections

Your doctor will also perform a
pelvic examination to check the
condition of your vaginal lining
cervix ovaries and uterus
During the pelvic examination
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your doctor can take a swab of
your vaginal lining to check for
Chlamydia or Neisseria gonorrhoe
ae infection
Vaginal infections vaginitis

can also be caused by other path
ogens specific agents that cause
disease so your doctor may also
want to examine the vaginal dis
charge to rule out yeast vaginitis
also called candidiasis or tricho
moniasis a type of sexually
transmitted vaginitis caused by
the pathogen Trichomonos vagi
nalis to ensure the right treat
ment is given
Bacterial vaginosis can resolve

completely without complica
tions if it is properly treated As it
is caused by bacteria antibiotics
are the best course of action
The more commonly used anti

biotics metronidazole and clin
damycin are given in pill form
or as a gel or cream to be applied
to the vagina
The antibiotic pills may pro

duce some minor side effects
while the gels may cause yeast
vaginitis to occur as a side effect
Some of my patients come

back to my clinic with a recur
rence of bacterial vaginosis even
though the antibiotics work in
treating the first infection This is
perfectly normal although the
cause is not understood When
this happens doctors will pre
scribe another course of antibiot
ics

Pre¥@nting complications
Bacterial vaginosis is nothing

to be unduly alarmed about but
neither should it be ignored
especially in pregnant women
If the infection occurs during

pregnancy it can cause prema
ture labour premature birth
infection of the amniotic fluid
and infection of the uterus after
delivery
The potential complications of

bacterial vaginosis in non preg
nant women include an
increased risk to HIV infection if
exposed to the virus increased

risk of transmitting HIV through
sexual intercourse increased risk
of developing an infection fol
lowing a surgical procedure and
increased risk of contracting
other sexually transmitted dis
eases such as herpes chlamydia
and gonorrhoeae
Like any other bacterial infec

tion bacterial vaginosis is very
common and very easily treated

So don t let it get to a point where
complications may occur

Datuk Dr NorAshikin Mokhtar is a
consultant obstetrician gynaecologist
FRCOG UK For further information
visit www primanora com The infor
mation provided is for educational and
communication purposes only and it
should not be construed as personal
medical advice Information published
in this article is not intended to
replace supplant or augment a consul
tation with a health professional
regarding the reader s own medical
care The Star does not give any war
ranty on accuracy completeness func
tionality usefulness or other assuranc

es as to the content appearing in this
column The Star disclaims all responsi
bility for any losses damage to proper

ty or personal injury suffered directly
or indirectly from reliance on such
information
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