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What is E. coli?Escherichia coli (or simply E. coli) is one of themany groups of bacteria that live in theintestines of healthy humans and most warm-blooded animals. E. coli bacteria help maintainthe balance of normal intestinal flora (bacteria)against harmful bacteria and synthesize orproduce some vitamins.However, there are hundreds of types or strainsof E. coli bacteria. Different strains of E. colihave different distinguishing characteristics.A particular strain of E. coli known as E. coliO157:H7 and also known as enterohemorrhagic
E. coli causes severe intestinal infection inhumans. It is the most common strain to causeillness in people. It can be differentiated fromother E. coli by the production of a potent toxinthat damages the lining of the intestinal wall,causing bloody diarrhea.
How is the E. coli infection spread?In 1982, E. coli O157:H7 was initially identifiedas the cause of bloody diarrhea from eatingundercooked meat that was contaminated withthe bacteria. Since that time, outbreaks of E. colihave been associated with other types of foodssuch as spinach, lettuce, sprouts, unpasteurizedmilk, apple juice, apple cider, etc., and wellwater or surface water areas frequently visitedby animals. Outbreaks have also been traced toanimals at petting zoos and day care centers.
E. coli O157:7 is found in the intestines ofhealthy cattle, goats, deer, and sheep. Accordingto the Centers for Disease Control andPrevention – USA (CDC), the transmission ofthese bacteria to humans may occur in thefollowing manner:Meat, such as beef from cows, may becomecontaminated when organisms are accidentlymixed in with beef, especially when it is ground.Meat contaminated with E. coli does not smelland looks normal. It is important to thoroughlycook beef.Infection may occur after swimming in ordrinking water that has been contaminated with
E. coli.Person-to-person contact in families and inchild care and other institutional care centers

are also places where the transmission of thebacteria can occur.However, the CDC also indicates the way E. coliis transmitted may change over time.What are the symptoms of an E. coli infection?An E. coli infection can make a person very ill.Symptoms usually begin two to five days afteringesting contaminated foods or liquids, andmay last for eight days. The following are someof the most common symptoms associated with
E. coli. However, each person may experiencesymptoms differently and may include:

 Abdominal cramps
 Severe bloody diarrhea
 Non-bloody diarrhea
 Little to no fever
 Fatigue
 Nausea
 Hemolytic uremic syndrome (HUS), aserious complication that can lead tokidney failure and deathSymptoms may range from none to HUS. In HUS,an individual's red blood cells (oxygen-carryingcells in the bloodstream) are destroyed and thekidneys stop working. Approximately 8 percentof infections can result in this syndrome.Children and the elderly may be more prone todevelop this complication, which may be life-threatening.

How is E. coli diagnosed?

E. coli can be confirmed with a special stoolculture. Stool samples are tested to comparewith the source or contaminated food that hascaused an outbreak. The CDC calls this "DNAfingerprinting" of E. coli.
Treatment for an E. coli infectionAntibiotics are not used with this type ofinfection, and taking them may increase the riskof HUS. In addition, antidiarrheal medications,such as loperamide (Imodium), are not used.Recovery for most people with this illnessusually occurs within five to 10 days.If a person develops HUS, hospitalization in anintensive care unit may be required. Treatmentmay include blood transfusions and kidneydialysis. According to the CDC, three to five
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percent of persons who develop HUS may diefrom this complication.
How can an E. coli infection be prevented?General recommendations for prevention of theinfection include:

 Cook all ground meat thoroughly. Makesure that the cooked meat is gray orbrown throughout (not pink), any juicesrun clear, and the inside is hot.
 Use a digital instant-read meatthermometer to make sure thetemperature of the meat has reached aminimum of 160 degrees F.
 If you are served an undercooked meatin a restaurant, send it back.
 Wash all vegetables and fruits withwater, especially if you do not plan tocook them.
 Consume only pasteurized milk andmilk products. Avoid raw milk.
 Consume only pasteurized juices.
 Keep raw meat separate from ready-to-eat foods.
 Make sure that infected persons,especially children, wash their handscarefully and frequently with soap toreduce the risk of spreading theinfection.
 Drink municipal water that has beentreated with adequate levels of chlorine,or other effective disinfectants.
 Avoid swallowing lake or pool waterwhile swimming.
 Wash hands thoroughly after using thetoilet.
 Wash hands thoroughly after handlinganimals, animal bedding, or any materialcontaminated with animal feces.
 People with diarrhea should not:

o Swim in public pools or lakes
o Bathe with others
o Prepare food for others

October 2000
The University of Chicago Medicine


