Breakthrough in gonorrhoea treatment with new antibiotic gepotidacin
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A significant breakthrough in the fight against antibiotic resistance has emerged with the discovery of a new antibiotic treatment for gonorrhoea, known as gepotidacin. This development marks the first major advancement in gonorrhoea treatment since the 1990s and is deemed essential as reports of super gonorrhoea, a strain resistant to conventional antibiotics, become increasingly frequent.
The announcement comes from the UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA), which indicated last month that antibiotic resistance presents a growing threat to public health, potentially rendering gonorrhoea "untreatable" if not properly addressed. The organisation has raised alarms over the broader implications of antimicrobial resistance, which could one day lead to routine surgical procedures becoming perilous due to the ineffectiveness of antibiotics.
The new findings regarding gepotidacin were disclosed during the congress of the European Society of Clinical Microbiology and Infectious Diseases (ESCMID) and are corroborated by a study published in The Lancet. This research showed that gepotidacin is as effective as the current standard treatment involving ceftriaxone and azithromycin for uncomplicated gonorrhoea cases. Its utilisation could potentially decrease the prevalence of circulating strains resistant to existing treatments.
Data from the UKHSA highlights a concerning rise in gonorrhoea cases, with 85,000 diagnoses reported in England in 2023—a 7.5% increase from 2022 and the highest levels recorded since monitoring began in 2018. The agency's latest figures revealed that in the first nine months of 2024 alone, 54,965 gonorrhoea diagnoses were recorded at sexual health services.
Health professionals have linked this escalation in cases primarily to travel, particularly to Asia-Pacific nations such as Thailand, raising fears about the potential for widespread transmission within the UK. Symptoms of gonorrhoea can include painful urination, abdominal pain, and unusual discharge, but many individuals may remain asymptomatic, underscoring the importance of regular testing, especially among those with new or casual partners.
Dr Katy Sinka, Consultant Epidemiologist and head of the STI section at UKHSA, stated, "Gonorrhoea is becoming increasingly resistant to antibiotics, which could make it untreatable in future. If left untreated, it can cause serious problems like pelvic inflammatory disease and infertility." She noted that the best preventative measure remains the use of condoms, particularly as untreated gonorrhoea can lead to severe complications.
Alarmingly, while the total number of cases of super gonorrhoea diagnosed in England is relatively low, it is on the rise. Since ceftriaxone—the primary antibiotic for treating gonorrhoea—was first detected as being ineffective in 2015, there have been 42 reported cases of resistant gonorrhoea. Among these, 15 were classified as extensively drug-resistant (XDR), indicating they were impervious to both ceftriaxone and other second-line treatments. Comparatively, there have been 17 cases of ceftriaxone-resistant gonorrhoea reported in the 15-month period between January 2024 and March 2025, a sharp increase in instances compared to the preceding two years.
The emergence of XDR gonorrhoea cases is particularly dire, with the current period from January 2024 to March 2025 witnessing nine new cases, as opposed to only five reported over the previous two years. Dr Sinka emphasised the urgency of testing, especially following unprotected encounters. "Early detection not only protects your health but prevents transmission to others," she remarked.
Despite the promise that gepotidacin holds for treating gonorrhoea, broader concerns about antibiotic overuse remain. Former England Chief Medical Officer Sally Davies previously warned of an impending "antibiotic apocalypse" due to the ever-growing resistance to existing medications. The ongoing challenge of managing and mitigating the spread of resistant strains of Neisseria gonorrhoeae, the bacteria responsible for gonorrhoea, necessitates an urgent response from health systems worldwide.
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