
Escherichia coli, or E. coli, are a large and diverse group of bacteria. Although most strains of E. coli are harmless, others can cause 
illness. Some kinds of E. coli can cause diarrhea, while others cause urinary tract infections, pneumonia, and other illnesses.1  Enteric 
E. coli infections  include E. coli O157:H7 and other Shiga toxin-producing E. coli (STEC), enterotoxigenic E. coli (ETEC), enteropatho-
genic E. coli (EPEC) and enteroinvasive E. coli (EIEC), and must be reported to the local health department by telephone or 
facsimile as soon as possible, within 24 hours.2

Foodborne disease reporting is not only important for disease prevention and control, but for more accurate assessments of the burden 
of foodborne illness and identification of foodborne disease outbreaks in the community.  This may lead to early identification and 
removal of contaminated products from the commercial market and education about proper food handling and preparation practices in 
restaurants and homes.3

The symptoms of STEC infections vary for each person but often include severe stomach cramps, diarrhea (often bloody), and 
vomiting.  If there is fever, it usually is not very high (less than 101˚F). Most people improve clinically within 5-7 days.  Some infections 
are very mild, but others are severe or even 
life-threatening.4

STEC infections are usually diagnosed through lab 
testing of stool specimens.  Identifying the specific 
strain of STEC involved is very important for public health 
purposes, such as investigating outbreaks.  Most labs 
can determine if an STEC is present and can identify E. 
coli O157.  To determine the O group of non-O157 STEC, 
strains must be sent to a State Public Health laboratory.4  
CDC assists state and local public health authorities with 
epidemiologic investigations and the design of interven-
tions to prevent and control food-related outbreaks. CDC 
also coordinates a national network of public health 
laboratories, called PulseNet, which performs "molecu-
lar fingerprinting" of bacteria (by pulsed-field gel 
electrophoresis or PFGE) to support epidemiologic 
investigations.3
 E. coli O157:H7 is an emerging cause of foodborne 
illness.  In some persons, particularly children younger 
than 5 years of age and the elderly, the infection can lead 
to destruction of red blood cells (hemolytic anemia) and acute kidney failure (also known as uremia).  This complication, hemolytic 
uremic syndrome (HUS), can lead to stroke, seizures, hospitalization, and death.  About 2 percent to 7 percent of infections lead to 
HUS.  In the United States, E. coli O157:H7 infection is the primary cause of HUS, which is the principal cause of acute kidney failure 
in children.5
 ETEC infections are the most common cause of travelers' diarrhea and have caused several foodborne outbreaks in the United 
States.  There are an estimated 79,420 cases of ETEC in the United States each year.  EPEC and EIEC primarily infect children 
in the developing world.6

Enteric E. coli infections may be prevented by the following actions:
1. WASH YOUR HANDS thoroughly after using the bathroom or changing diapers and before preparing or eating food. WASH YOUR  
 HANDS after contact with animals or their environments (at farms, petting zoos, fairs, even your own backyard). 
2. COOK meats thoroughly. Ground beef and meat that has been needle-tenderized should be cooked to a temperature of at least  
 160°F/70˚C. It’s best to use a thermometer, as color is not a very reliable indicator of “doneness.” 
3. AVOID raw milk, unpasteurized dairy products, and unpasteurized juices (like fresh apple cider). 
4. AVOID swallowing water when swimming or playing in lakes, ponds, streams, swimming pools, and backyard “kiddie” pools.
5. PREVENT cross contamination in food preparation areas by thoroughly washing hands, counters, cutting boards, and utensils  
 after they touch raw meat.4
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The purpose of this two-page surveillance update is to promote the control and prevention of communicable disease (CD) by 
providing clinically relevant information and resources to healthcare professionals in DuPage County.
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Contact Information

Communicable Disease
(630) 682-7400, ext. 7553

Environmental Health
(630) 682-7400, ext. 7046

Immunizations
(630) 682-7400 

Sexually
Transmitted Diseases

(630) 682-7400, ext. 7575

HIV/AIDS
(630) 682-7400, ext. 7310

Tuberculosis
(630) 682-7522

School Health
(630) 682-7400, ext. 7300

Travel Clinic
(630) 682-7400

Animal Care & Control
(630) 407-2800

Please contact
Peggy Iverson, BS at

(630) 682-7400, ext. 7534 or 
piverson@dupagehealth.org

to send suggestions
or to be added to the

distribution list.

111 North County Farm Road
Wheaton, IL 60187
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Under the Microscope
Enteric E. coli
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Reported Cases of Enteric E. coli in
DuPage County, 2003 - 2007 (n=60)

For questions or to report suspect or known
cases of enteric E. coli infection, please call

the DuPage County Health Department
at (630) 682-7400, ext. 7553.
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