
 
   

Ureaplasma urealyticum/parvum 

  

Ureaplasma urealyticum and Ureaplasma parvum, known as the human Ureaplasma species, were 

previously considered to be two biovars and are now designated as two separate species. 

Originally discovered in 1954 as the human pathogen implicated in non-gonococcal urethritis, these 

organisms were designated T or ‘tiny’ Mycoplasmas and later given their own species due the 

distinct metabolic features of metabolising urea and not arginine or glucose. More recently, other 

species have been discovered causing disease in animals such as cows and pigs (U. diversum), 

cats and dogs (U. cati, U. felinum and U. canigenitalium) and in seals and sea lions (U. 

microungigentium and U. zalophigenitalium). No record of these species in humans currently exist. 

Since their discovery, additional evidence has accumulated implicating Ureaplasma in infertility, 

postpartum endometritis, chorioamnionitis, spontaneous abortion, stillbirth, premature birth, 

perinatal morbidity and mortality, pneumonia, bacteraemia, meningitis, and chronic lung disease of 

prematurity, also known as bronchopulmonary dysplasia.   

Bacteria belonging to the Ureaplasma genus lack a cell wall. Nutrient requirements include 

cholesterol and characteristically these bacteria perform urea hydrolysis. The complex and 

fastidious nutritional requirements of these bacteria, which require vigorously quality-controlled 

medium for cultivation and several days of incubation, define the Ureaplasma genus as a good 

target for detection via molecular amplification techniques rather than culture.  

 

Ureaplasma infections  

 

Non-gonococcal urethritis 

Non-gonococcal urethritis (NGU) is inflammation of the urethra which is not caused by 

gonorrhoeal infection, but in the majority of cases is sexually acquired. The majority of NGU 

cases are caused by C. trachomatis and M. genitalium (Table 1). Recent evidence suggests that 

U. urealyticum may account for 5%-10% of acute NGU cases. 

The 2023 BASHH guidelines on STI testing recommend only testing for Ureaplasma urealyticum 

in cases of NGU under specialist care after other STIs have been excluded.   
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Table 1. Prevalence of the most common pathogens isolated from patients with non-gonococcal 

urethritis (BASHH NGU 2015). 

 
 

Neonatal Respiratory Disease  

  

Respiratory disease remains the most common cause of perinatal morbidity and mortality, 

especially in preterm infants, despite the many advances in neonatal intensive care and 

resuscitation and the introduction of artificial surfactant in the early 1990s. New-borns may 

acquire U. urealyticum from the mother.  Among premature infants, respiratory tract colonisation 

has been associated with the development of pneumonia, precocious dysplastic changes, chronic 

lung disease, infant wheezing, acute respiratory insufficiency, and even death.  Older children 

may present with wheezing, pneumonitis, pertussis-like syndrome and different forms of arthritis.  

The prevalence of Ureaplasma in disease is probably underestimated due to the limitations of 

laboratory diagnosis.   

 

Micropathology assay 

  

Micropathology Ltd’s accredited specimen types for the Ureaplasma urealyticum/ parvum assay 

are urine, genital swabs, thin preps, semen, and NPAs. ET aspirates have also been validated but 

are awaiting UKAS accreditation. 

While there is a theoretical risk that our assay may amplify some of the non-human Ureaplasma 

species listed above, there is no record of these species being found in humans and therefore 

detection of these species presents only a very small risk to diagnosis when analysing clinical 

specimens. 
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Links

Please note: links are only correct at time of printing

Controlled Document links:

Non Compliance links:
Non Compliance 571: Ureaplasma audit - Information for users (Locations: Micropathology Ltd)
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