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Verocytotoxic Escherichia coli Fact Sheet

(also known as Verocytotoxic Escherichia coli or E.coli 0157:H7)
What is it and why is it important?

· E.coli (Escherichia coli) are bacteria that live in the gut of healthy humans and animals, usually without causing illness. There are a number of types (or strains) and most are harmless, although some types can cause disease. 

· One group of E.coli called VTEC or E.coli 0157:H7 are uncommon but can produce toxins (or poisons) that can make people seriously unwell. There has been one death in 1998 in New Zealand caused by this bacteria.

How is VTEC spread?

· People become infected when they swallow the bacteria by eating contaminated food. 

· Most common cause is from eating undercooked meat, particularly minced beef. Other known sources include raw vegetables, unpasteurised milk, other dairy products and drinking untreated water.

· Handling infected farm animals. 

· Contact with infected people, including children and babies.

What are the Symptoms?

· VTEC infection can cause a range of symptoms from mild diarrhoea or no symptoms to severe abdominal pain and diarrhoea, often with blood. 

· These symptoms can occur around 1 to 9 (generally about 3 days) after ingestion of the bacteria. Symptoms usually last for 5 to 10 days. 

· In some people, particularly pre-schoolers and the elderly are more likely to suffer serious disease called Haemolytic Uremic Syndrome (or HUS). This is where red blood cells are destroyed and kidneys fail. Blood transfusions as well kidney dialysis may be necessary. A prolonged hospital stay is often required. While most people recover completely after developing HUS, it can be fatal.

How is it Treated?

· It is diagnosed by laboratory test on the faeces and a doctor should always be consulted. Most people get well without antibiotics or other medical treatment, however in some cases antibiotic treatment may be recommended. Admission to hospital will be required if a severe infection develops. 

VTEC is a notifiable disease, so your doctor is required to report cases to the Medical Officer of Health. A Health Protection Officer will contact you to talk to you about the illness. The information you provide can help to find the source and prevent outbreaks of this illness.

When can I return to school or work?

Everyone will need to remain off work or school until they are symptom free.

People employed, as food handlers, child-care workers, health care workers, and children attending childcare facilities should stay away from work/school until they have had two faecal specimens (taken 48 hours apart) that are clear of the bacteria, collected at least 48 hours after the last dose of any antibiotic treatment (or as required by the Medical Officer of Health). If you are a parent of a sick child, we would advise that you contact the school principal, teacher or childcare centre supervisor before your child returns. This enables them to meet the requirements of the school/centre's sickness policy.

The following can also help to prevent the spread of infection:

· Cook all minced meat thoroughly (i.e. hamburger patties, meat loaf etc). 

· Ensure that cooked mince is brown throughout – not pink, and that the juices run clear. 

· Cook reheated foods until hot and steaming. Stir food regularly while reheating to ensure that the centre is also hot. 

· Store all raw meat separately from other food and on a bottom shelf in the refrigerator and cover it. 

· Use a separate cutting board for preparing raw meat. 

· Use pasteurised milk and milk products. 

· Wash all fruit and vegetables before eating them.. 

· Clean knives, cutting boards and surfaces after contact with raw meat with hot water and detergent or use a dishwasher. 

· If you have your own water supply, protect from animal and bird faeces. Disinfecting the supply through means such as chlorination may be necessary. Boil water if you are unsure whether the water is safe to drink.

The risk of spreading to others is greatly reduced if special attention to personal hygiene is followed, particularly thorough hand washing.

For further information, please contact a Health Protection Officer located at Public Health South office.

