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Neisseria gonorrhoeae arthritis in a patient with Systemic Lupus Erythematosus: case report
and whole genome sequencing
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Abstract: Neisseria gonorrhoeae is the most common sexually transmitted bacterium that
causes infectious arthritis. In this study, we describe a case report of gonococcal arthritis in a
Systemic Lupus Erythematosus patient. We performed whole genome sequencing (WGS) of
the etiologic agent involved and molecular analysis using a global collection of N.
gonorrhoeae strains. Ours is the only sample derived from synovial fluid identified in this
collection, the others being from the usual anatomical sites. Antimicrobial susceptibility was
determined by disk diffusion and Etest, and WGS was conducted to determine multilocus
sequence typing profiles, group isolates based on core genome single nucleotide
polymorphisms (SNP), and identify virulence genes and antimicrobial resistance
determinants. The N. gonorrhoeae samples in the global collection were highly
heterogeneous. Our sample displayed resistance to ciprofloxacin (MIC = 2 μg/mL) and
tetracycline (zone diameter = 0 mm), among the antimicrobials tested. The isolate had
genetic features related to beta-lactam, tetracycline and quinolone resistance. No resistance
genes for immune evasion and toxin were identified. Few strains from non-mucosal sites
have been sequenced. This makes it difficult to compare cases of disseminated gonococcal



infection with cases of mucosal infection in terms of phylogenetic similarity, mutations in
resistance genes and virulence factors.

Keywords: Neisseria gonorrhoeae, gonococcal arthritis, whole genome sequencing,
resistance, virulence.

1. Introduction
Neisseria gonorrhoeae is the most common sexually transmitted bacterium that

causes infectious arthritis (Rice, 2005). Gonococcal arthritis is usually monoarticular and is
associated with a positive blood and synovial fluid culture in approximately 50% of patients
(García-Arias et al., 2011).

It results from hematogenous dissemination of N. gonorrhoeae from the initial
mucosal infection (Britigan et al., 1985). Between 0,5-3% of patients with mucosal infection
can develop a disseminated gonococcal infection (DGI) (Bardin, 2003).

Previous case reports have shown an association of DGI in patients with Systemic
Lupus Erythematosus (SLE). The reported patients are typically young females, with kidney
disease and congenital or acquired hypocomplementemia, who may present with all the
characteristics of a lupus joint exacerbation (Mitchell et al., 1990).

Here, we described a case report of gonococcal arthritis in a SLE patient. We
performed whole genome sequencing (WGS) of the etiologic agent involved, and molecular
analysis using a global collection of N. gonorrhoeae strains available on Pathogenwatch
(https://www.sanger.ac.uk/tool/pathogenwatch/).

2. Case report
A 28-year-old man diagnosed with SLE, being treated with mycophenolate and

prednisone 20mg/day, presented reporting symptoms of arthralgia and generalized myalgia
for over a month. He also reported urethritis, and had previously self-treated with
ciprofloxacin and doxycycline.

The patient developed asymmetric oligoarthritis of large joints, with signs of active
synovitis. Joint puncture guided by ultrasound of the left knee was performed, with no
diagnostic yield. Aerobic, anaerobic, mycobacterial and fungal cultures were negative, and
acid-alcohol-resistant bacillus and PCR tests for Mycobacterium tuberculosis DNA were also
negative. In addition, culture of urethral secretion, urine and pharynx were negative for
Neisseria. He was treated on an outpatient basis with cycles of nonsteroidal
anti-inflammatory drug for approximately 1 month during investigation and care of the
arthritis.

However, the left ankle arthritis got worse, with episodes of night sweating. A new
joint puncture was performed on the left ankle, with a positive culture for N. gonorrhoeae.
This strain produced Beta-lactamase, however, it was susceptible to ceftriaxone. Treatment
with ceftriaxone 2g/day was started for 4 weeks. He had a progressive improvement in
edema and a decrease in arthralgia.

3. Materials and methods

3.2. Sampling
N. gonorrhoeae (5671) was isolated in the synovial fluid culture and identified by

matrix-assisted laser desorption/ionization time-of-flight (MALDI-TOF; Bruker Biotyper 3.1,

https://www.sanger.ac.uk/tool/pathogenwatch/


Bruker Daltonics) at Hospital das Clínicas, University of São Paulo Medical School (USP),
Brazil. The specimen was subsequently submitted for WGS at the Institute of Tropical
Medicine, USP. Our sample 5671 belonged to Multi Locus Sequence Type (MLST) 1588.
Hence, we performed a search on Pathogenwatch for N. gonorrhoeae WGS with MLST
1588. A total of 319 isolates were included, 21 in Brazil, 160 in Europe, 35 in Asia, 85 in the
United States of America (USA), 16 in Oceania and 2 in Africa, between 2004 to 2018 (Table
S1). Ours was the only synovial fluid sample identified in this collection, the others being
from mucosal anatomical sites. The most common specimen type was urethral (n = 44),
followed by urine (n = 24), endocervical (n = 6), vaginal (n = 3), pharynx (n = 1), rectal (n =
1), penile discharge (n = 1), and urogenital (n = 1), with 237 of unknown source.

3.3. Antimicrobial susceptibility testing
Azithromycin (Gianecini et al., 2020) and tetracycline susceptibility were determined

by disk diffusion test, while ciprofloxacin and ceftriaxone MIC values were determined by
Etest. N. gonorrhoeae isolate ATCC 49226 was used as quality control (CLSI, 2020).

3.4. Genomic analysis
WGS of the N. gonorrhoeae isolate was performed using MiSeq IlluminaTM (Illumina

Inc., San Diego, CA, United States). N. gonorrhoeae FA19 (GenBank accession number
NZ_CP012026.1) was used as a reference for molecular characterization.

MLST and resistome analysis were performed using MLSTfinder 2.0 (Larsen et
al.,2012) and ResFinder 4.0 (Bortolaia et al., 2020). N. gonorrhoeae Multi-Antigen Sequence
Typing (NG-MAST) and N. gonorrhoeae Sequence Typing for Antimicrobial Resistance
(NG-STAR)] were obtained and identified using PubMLST (Jolley et al., 2018). Mutations in
resistance genes were manually searched in the genomes using the Basic Local Alignment
Search Tool (BLAST) (Altschul et al., 1990).

The Virulence Factor Database (VFDB) tool was used to search for virulence genes
(Liu et al., 2019).

3.5. Phylogenetic analysis

A phylogenetic tree was constructed using the REALPHY tool (v. 1.12) using 320
sequenced genomes based on Single Nucleotide Polymorphisms (SNP) with default
parameters (Bertels et al., 2014). Briefly, the sequences were mapped using the reference
sequence N. gonorrhoeae strain FA19 (Accession number NZ_CP012026.1) via Bowtie2.
SNPs were calculated using Seaview (Galtier et al., 1996) and multiple sequence alignments
were recreated using PhyML with 100 bootstrap replications for the tree construction (Bertels
et al., 2014).

4. Results and Discussion

Infection has generally been considered the main cause of morbidity and mortality in
patients with SLE (Mitchell et al., 1990). Gonococcal arthritis is mainly observed in sexually
active young adults and recent studies have shown a female predominance (Bardin, 2003).
Asymptomatic local infection is more frequent in women and may result in delayed antibiotic
treatment (Walker and Sweet, 2011). Delayed treatment may facilitate disseminated infection



and partly explain the predominance in young women (Bardin, 2003). However, our case
report is of a symptomatic male patient who self-treated inappropriately with antibiotics, the
most likely reason for gonococcal dissemination. We characterized an N. gonorrhoeae
isolate (5671), which has been circulating in São Paulo since 2018, from synovial fluid
culture for the first time.

The phylogenetic tree showed that 5671 was not closely related to any isolate in the
global collection of N. gonorrhoeae strains. However, bootstrap values   in this tree structure
are generally low. Interestingly, the genomes from Brazil were spread throughout the tree,
grouping with samples from other countries, suggesting intercontinental dissemination (Fig.
1A). N. gonorrhoeae samples in the global collection were highly heterogeneous; we saw no
evidence of clustering by country. This diversity may be more common in sexually
transmitted infections than healthcare associated infections, where the presence of
within-country clusters is frequent in outbreaks.

The SNP tree had a total 19532 SNPs in 320 samples, and 7338 SNPs in the 80
samples closest to ours, highlighted in blue (Fig. 1B).

Figure 1A.



Figure 1B.

Analysis of molecular epidemiology was initially performed using the WGS data and
three traditional typing schemes, i.e. MLST, NG-MAST and NG-STAR (Table 1). In total, 98
different NG-MAST and 90 NG-STAR STs were found among the 320 isolates. A recent
study of genomic diversity among gonococcal strains in Brazil showed that MLST 1588 was
the second most common ST (Golparian et al., 2020).

Regarding antibiotic susceptibility testing, our sample displayed resistance only to
ciprofloxacin (MIC = 2 μg/mL) and tetracycline (zone diameter = 0 mm), and was susceptible
to azithromycin (zone diameter = 55 mm) and ceftriaxone (MIC ≥ 0,016). High levels of N.
gonorrhoeae resistance to penicillin, tetracycline and ciprofloxacin have been observed in
Brazil from 2006 to 2015 (Costa-Lourenço et al., 2018) and the Brazilian Ministry of Health
has therefore recommended dual therapy of ceftriaxone with azithromycin to treat
gonococcal infections since 2017 (Ministério da Saúde, 2020). However, despite the lack of
robust, continuous surveillance programs throughout the country, recent studies have also
found emerging resistance to azithromycin and decreasing susceptibility to
extended-spectrum cephalosporins (Costa-Lourenço et al., 2018; Bazzo et al., 2018).

Based on the isolate susceptibility profile found, we researched mutations in the
resistance genes. The Resfinder tool identified genes related to beta-lactam and tetracycline
resistance. The tet(M) gene confers resistance to tetracycline, while the blaTEM-104 and
blaTEM-1B gene confer resistance to beta-lactams. Furthermore, we observed mutation
patterns in the gyrA and parC genes, mechanisms of resistance to quinolones. Two point
mutations were found on the gyrA gene, leading to two amino acid changes (Ser-91→ Phe



and Asp-95 → Ala). Two point mutations were also found on the parC gene, leading to two
amino acid changes (Ser-87 → Asn and Val-43 → Ala). Seventy-one virulence genes were
identified in our sample, belonging to the following classes: adherence, efflux pump, immune
modulator, invasion, iron uptake, protease and stress adaptation (Table 1). However, no
virulence genes for immune evasion and toxin were observed.

Table 1.

5. Conclusion

This case highlights the importance of appropriate use of antibiotic therapy for N.
gonorrhoeae given the high levels of resistance to penicillin, tetracycline and ciprofloxacin
observed. Furthermore, inappropriate use can favor development of resistance mechanisms
and lead to disseminated gonococcal disease.

Although there are thousands of N. gonorrhoeae genomes available, our sample was
the only one from a non-mucosal anatomical site among the samples that had the source
identified. This hampers comparisons between cases of disseminated gonococcal infection
and those of mucosal infection in terms of phylogenetic similarity, mutations in resistance
genes and virulence factors.

6. References
1. Rice, P.A., 2005. Gonococcal arthritis (disseminated gonococcal infection). Infect.

Dis. Clin. North Am. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.idc.2005.07.003
2. García-Arias, M., Balsa, A., & Mola, E. M., 2011. Septic arthritis. Best practice &

research Clinical rheumatology, 25(3), 407-421.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.berh.2011.02.001

3. Britigan, B.E., Cohen, M.S., Sparling, P.F., 1985. Gonococcal Infection: A Model of
Molecular Pathogenesis. N. Engl. J. Med. 312, 1683–1694.
https://doi.org/10.1056/nejm198506273122606

4. Bardin, T., 2003. Gonococcal arthritis. Best Practice & Research Clinical
Rheumatology, 17(2), 201-208. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1521-6942(02)00125-0

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.idc.2005.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.berh.2011.02.001


5. Mitchell, S.R., Nguyen, P.Q., Katz, P., 1990. Increased risk of neisserial infections in
systemic lupus erythematosus. Semin. Arthritis Rheum. 20, 174–184.
https://doi.org/10.1016/0049-0172(90)90058-N

6. Gianecini, R., Irazu, L., Rodríguez, M., Cristaldo, P., Oviedo, C., Turco, M., Rodrigo,
V., Canigia, L.F., Schneider, A., Guelfand, L., Scocozza, L., Galarza, P., 2020. Testing
of in vitro susceptibility of neisseria gonorrhoeae to azithromycin: Comparison of disk
diffusion and reference agar dilution methods. J. Clin. Microbiol. 58.
https://doi.org/10.1128/JCM.01398-20

7. Clinical and Laboratory Standards Institute. 2020. Performance stan-dards for
antimicrobial susceptibility testing: twenty-ninth informa-tional supplement M100-S29.
Clinical and Laboratory Standards In-stitute, Wayne, PA.

8. Larsen, M. V., Cosentino, S., Rasmussen, S., Friis, C., Hasman, H., Marvig, R.L.,
Jelsbak, L., Sicheritz-Pontén, T., Ussery, D.W., Aarestrup, F.M., Lund, O., 2012.
Multilocus sequence typing of total-genome-sequenced bacteria. J. Clin. Microbiol.
50, 1355–1361. https://doi.org/10.1128/JCM.06094-11

9. Bortolaia, V., Kaas, R.S., Ruppe, E., Roberts, M.C., Schwarz, S., Cattoir, V.,
Philippon, A., Allesoe, R.L., Rebelo, A.R., Florensa, A.F., Fagelhauer, L.,
Chakraborty, T., Neumann, B., Werner, G., Bender, J.K., Stingl, K., Nguyen, M.,
Coppens, J., Xavier, B.B., Malhotra-Kumar, S., Westh, H., Pinholt, M., Anjum, M.F.,
Duggett, N.A., Kempf, I., Nykäsenoja, S., Olkkola, S., Wieczorek, K., Amaro, A.,
Clemente, L., Mossong, J., Losch, S., Ragimbeau, C., Lund, O., Aarestrup, F.M.,
2020. ResFinder 4.0 for predictions of phenotypes from genotypes. J. Antimicrob.
Chemother. 75, 3491–3500. https://doi.org/10.1093/jac/dkaa345

10. Altschul, S.F., Gish, W., Miller, W., Myers, E.W., Lipman, D.J., 1990. Basic local
alignment search tool. J. Mol. Biol. 215, 403–410.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-2836(05)80360-2

11. Liu, Bo, et al. "VFDB 2019: a comparative pathogenomic platform with an interactive
web interface." Nucleic acids research 47.D1 (2019): D687-D692.

12. Bertels, F., Silander, O.K., Pachkov, M., Rainey, P.B., van Nimwegen, E., 2014.
Automated Reconstruction of Whole-Genome Phylogenies from Short-Sequence
Reads. Mol. Biol. Evol. 31, 1077–1088. https://doi.org/10.1093/molbev/msu088

13. Galtier, N., Gouy, M., Gautier, C., 1996. Seaview and phylo_ win: Two graphic tools
for sequence alignment and molecular phylogeny. Bioinformatics 12, 543–548.
https://doi.org/10.1093/bioinformatics/12.6.543

14. Costa-Lourenço, A.P.R. da, Abrams, A.J., dos Santos, K.T.B., Argentino, I.C.V.,
Coelho-Souza, T., Caniné, M.C.A., Ferreira, A.L.P., Moreira, B.M., Fracalanzza,
S.E.L., Trees, D.L., Bonelli, R.R., 2018. Phylogeny and antimicrobial resistance in
Neisseria gonorrhoeae isolates from Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. Infect. Genet. Evol. 58,
157–163. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.meegid.2017.12.003

15. Ministério da Saúde, 2020. Protocolo Clínico e Diretrizes Terapêuticas para Atenção
Integral às Pessoas com Infecções Sexualmente Transmissíveis (IST) |
Departamento de Doenças de Condições Crônicas e Infecções Sexualmente
Transmissíveis [WWW Document], n.d. URL
http://www.aids.gov.br/pt-br/pub/2015/protocolo-clinico-e-diretrizes-terapeuticas-para-
atencao-integral-pessoas-com-infeccoes (accessed 3.24.21).

16. Bazzo, M.L., Golfetto, L., Gaspar, P.C., Pires, A.F., Ramos, M.C., Franchini, M.,
Ferreira, W.A., Unemo, M., Benzaken, A.S., Andrade, L.F., Arnhold, G.H.O., Bazzo,
M.L., Benzaken, A.S., Carvalho, S.V.F., Costa, L.M.B., Costa, M.R.R., de Matos,

https://doi.org/10.1093/jac/dkaa345
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-2836(05)80360-2


R.B., Dias, L.G., Eidt, L., Ferreira, W.A., Franchini, M., Gaspar, P.C., Gerbase, A.C.,
Golfetto, L., Gomes, J.S., Lannoy, L.H., Machado, H.M., Martins, J.M., Muniz,
C.A.S.C., Pereira, L.F.M., Pires, A.F., Porto, C.C., Ramos, M.C., Rocco, F., Santos,
T.M., Schörner, M.A., Silva, M.F.P., Silva, M.P.P., Carvalho da Silva, R.J., Timm, L.N.,
Vasconcelos, W.S., Zoccoli, C.M., 2018. First nationwide antimicrobial susceptibility
surveillance for Neisseria gonorrhoeae in Brazil, 2015-16. J. Antimicrob. Chemother.
73, 1854–1861. https://doi.org/10.1093/jac/dky090

17. Golparian, D., Bazzo, M. L., Golfetto, L., Gaspar, P. C., Schörner, M. A., Schwartz
Benzaken, A., ... & Unemo, M., 2020. Genomic epidemiology of Neisseria
gonorrhoeae elucidating the gonococcal antimicrobial resistance and
lineages/sublineages across Brazil, 2015–16. Journal of Antimicrobial
Chemotherapy, 75(11), 3163-3172. https://doi:10.1093/jac/dkaa318

18. Jolley, K. A., Bray, J. E., & Maiden, M. C. J., 2018. Open-access bacterial population
genomics: BIGSdb software, the PubMLST. org website and their applications.
Wellcome Open Res. 3: 124. https://doi:10.12688/wellcomeopenres.14826.1

19. Walker, C. K., & Sweet, R. L., 2011. Gonorrhea infection in women: prevalence,
effects, screening, and management. International journal of women's health, 3, 197.
https://doi:10.2147/IJWH.S13427

https://doi.org/10.1093/jac/dky090
https://doi.org/10.1093/jac/dky090
https://doi.org/10.1093/jac/dky090
https://doi.org/10.12688/wellcomeopenres.14826.1
https://dx.doi.org/10.2147%2FIJWH.S13427

