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E. coli
What is E. coli?
E. coli is a bacteria that normally lives in the gut of people and animals.  There are many strains of E. coli, most 
of which are harmless.  However some types of E. coli can cause illness in humans such as a strain called 
0157:H7.  E. coli normally causes diarrhea.  It can also cause serious complications like Hemolytic Uremic 
Syndrome (HUS).  When a person contracts HUS, their red blood cells are destroyed and their kidneys can fail.

What are the symptoms?
• Stomach cramping
• Nausea
• Vomiting
• Diarrhea, which is often bloody

Can complications occur from E. coli?  

Yes, 5 to 10% of people diagnosed with certain strains of E. coli develop hemolytic uremic syndrome (HUS) which 
can be life threatening.  HUS causes the red blood cells to be destroyed and can cause kidney failure.  Patients 
with HUS should be hospitalized for treatment.

How is E. coli spread?
People get E. coli by consuming a food or drink that contains 
the bacteria.  The E. coli bacteria live in the gut of animals.  
Most cases of E. coli come from cattle meat.  When the animal 
is killed, the bacteria can spread during meat processing.  If 
the meat is not cooked thoroughly enough to kill the E. coli 
bacteria, it will cause illness in the person who eats it.  E. coli 
can also be spread from other animal meats such as goat, 
sheep, deer, elk, pigs and birds.

A person can also get E. coli from drinking unpasteurized milk 
or apple cider, drinking or swimming in water that contains 
sewage, eating contaminated produce, or eating foods 
prepared by someone who did not wash their hands properly.

When should I go to the doctor?
You should contact your doctor if your diarrhea lasts for more than 3 days or is accompanied by high fever, 
blood in the stool (poop) or frequent enough vomiting that you cannot keep liquids down and are passing very 
little urine (pee).

Cook meats thoroughly to avoid illness 
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How common are E. coli infections?
Around 265,000 infections occur in the United States each year.  Estimates vary because not all infected people 
seek medical care or submit stool samples for testing.

How can I prevent E. coli infections?
• Wash your hands with soap and water after using the bathroom, changing diapers, before preparing and eating

food, and after contact with animals.

• Cook meats thoroughly.

• Do not drink raw milk, unpasteurized dairy products or unpasteurized juices.

• Do not swallow water when swimming in lakes, ponds, streams or swimming pools.

• Use separate kitchen utensils to prepare meats and other foods.

How are E. coli infections diagnosed?
E. coli is diagnosed through testing done on stool samples.  If
your physician thinks you may have an E. coli infection, they will
request a stool sample from you.

How are E. coli infection treated?
It is important to drink lots of fluids with any diarrheal infection.  
Antibiotics should not be used to treat E. coli as it may increase 
the risk of kidney complications like HUS.  Anti-diarrheal 
medicines should be avoided because they also increase the risk 
of HUS.

For more information:
Call Huron County Public Health at 419-668-1652 or visit the Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s website 

at www.cdc.gov
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