Gastroenteritis (Vomiting and Diarrhoea) Fact Sheet (Public Health South)

(Rotavirus, Norovirus)
Description

Gastroenteritis is an inflammation of the stomach and intestine. It is a symptom of an infection which may be caused by a number of different micoorganisms. It is highly infectious and passes very easliy from person to person. Rotavirus and Nororvirus are a common, and often severe, form of gastroenteritis. They affect infants and young children and may be serious because of the loss of body fluids. Almost all children have been infected with rotavirus by the age of three, many of them between the ages of six months and two years. It is highly infectious and passes easily from one child to another. Outbreaks can occur among children in day care settings.

Signs and symptoms

Diarrhoea (loose and frequent bowel movements) is watery. There is often vomiting and fever is usually present as well.

Time between exposure and sickness

The incubation period is 24-72 hours.

Infectious Period 

Children are infectious during the acute stage. They are not infectious after 8 days of illness.

Source of infection

The infection may be spread by:

· the virus infection being present on the child's hands 

· contact with the child's mouth and nose secretions 

· contact with a contaminated object, e.g., a toy that an infected child has touched. 

Parents' or caregivers' responsibilities

· If your child has vomiting or diarhoea keep them at home for 24 hrs after the last bout of vomiting or diarrhoea or until they are able to eat their normal food. 

· If your child has vomiting and diarrhoea keep them at home for 48 hrs after the last bout of vomiting or diarrhoea or until they are able to eat their normal food. 

· Inform your child's teacher or caregiver..

Prevention

· Maintain a high standard of hygiene with frequent handwashing. 

· Use household bleach to clean hard surfaces in the home or use alcohol wipes if they are easily available. The virus survives for long periods on hard surfaces and can withstand commonly used disinfectants but is inactivated by the chlorine in household bleach. 

· Dress infants in overalls to cover nappies. This has been shown to decrease the spread of the disease in day care centres.

Treatment

Call the doctor immediately if:

· the diarrhoea is accompanied by severe tummy pain 

· there is blood in the diarrhoea 

· the child becomes limp, pale and feels too hot or cold 

· the child has no interest in drinking 

· the child seems dehydrated (passes little urine, has a dry mouth).

Call the doctor during the day, evening or the next morning if:

· the child is not drinking very much 

· has diarrhoea for more than 6-8 hours 

· shows no improvement in spite of medical treatment.

Home treatment

· Frequent hand washing is advised for all persons who have close contact with children who are infected. 

· Give the child small amounts to drink at frequent intervals. Try water, ice-blocks, jelly and watered down fruit juice (one third strength). Oral rehydration fluid is strongly recommended and can be obtained from the chemist. Do not give cow's milk. 

· Anti-sickness and anti-diarrhoea medications are not recommended. 

· Keep a note of how much the child drinks, how often they pass urine, and the frequency of the bouts of diarrhoea. 

· Do not give the child solid food if they are vomiting, but offer them light drinks if they ask for food. Make sure it doesn't contain cow's milk. One example of foods well tolerated is the BRAT diet: banana, rice, apple puree and toast. Breastfeeding can reduce the severity of gastroenteritis, and can be continued while offering rehydration solutions. 

· Resume normal diet when appetite returns, with no need to regrade milk feeds, but avoiding high fat and sugar foods. 

· Change nappies as soon as they are soiled. Wash the child's buttocks and apply a skin cream to protect their skin. 

· Wrap and dispose of soiled nappies immediately. 

· Be patient. This is a common illness that can last a week or two before resolving on its own.
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