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Epidemiology of Clostridium difficile in Ireland: May 2008 - 
Dec 2009  

C.difficile is increasingly regarded worldwide as one of the commonest healthcare-associated infections. 
The spectrum of C. difficile infection ranges from asymptomatic colonisation to potentially fatal colitis. 
Typically, C. difficile-associated disease (CDAD) presents as diarrhoea, abdominal cramps, fever and 
leucocytosis, occurring after recent antibiotic therapy. Pseudo-membranous colitis is the most severe 
manifestation of disease. The prevention and control of CDAD include good antibiotic prescribing practices, 
active surveillance and compliance with infection prevention and control measures.  Irish guidelines on the 
surveillance, diagnosis and management of CDAD were published in May 2008.1 New cases of C.difficile 
infection (CDI) have been notifiable in the category of acute infectious gastroenteritis since May 2008, using 
the interim case definitions proposed by the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) 
and the European Society for Clinical Microbiology and Infectious Disease (ESCMID) study group for C.
difficile.2 HPSC publishes weekly CDAD reports of new CDAD cases since notifications began. 3 

New cases of CDAD in Ireland – what's happened since 2008?

There were 3538 notifications of C. difficile associated disease (CDAD) from May 2008 – Dec 2009 giving 
a national crude incidence rate (CIR) of 56.9 cases per 100,000 population in 2008 (52 week estimate based 
on 35 weeks data) and 45.1 cases per 100,000 population in 2009. The CIR over the May to December 
period for which data were available for both years was 37.5 cases per 100,000 population in 2008 and 25.3 
cases per 100,000 population in 2009 (Fig 1). Data suggests a decline in the number of new CDAD cases 
reported in 2009 compared to 2008; however, due to the large weekly variability in the data it is too soon to 
deem if this decline is significant. 

Figure 1. New cases of CDAD in Ireland - May ‘08 to December ’09

 

As in 2008, new cases of CDAD in Ireland in 2009 were more prominent in female patients (57.6%) and 
older age groups with a mean age of 71 years (range 2-102 years) (Fig 2). In the over 65 age category 
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(1418 new CDAD cases), ages range from 65 (21 cases) to 102 (one case). The 75-84 year age group had 
the highest number of cases (615 cases, representing 43% of the 65+ age group).

Figure 2: Age-specific incidence rate of CDAD in Ireland in 2009 per 100,000 
populations

 

The majority of CDAD cases were notified by hospitals (Fig 3). Patients classified as “hospital inpatient” had 
the highest occurrence of cases accounting for 62.9% of all cases notified. Of the remaining, 7.8% were 
classified as GP patients, 2.8% hospital outpatient, 1.6% ‘other’, 0.2% hospital day patient and 24.6% as 
either “not specified” or “unknown”. However, these data represents the location of the patient at CDAD 
diagnosis only and does not provided information on the origin or onset of disease. 

Figure 3. Classification of CDAD patients based on data collected on CIDR, May 
2008 to December 2009

 

What’s new?

The current C. difficile surveillance system has provided important information on the national burden of 
CDAD in Ireland. However, CDAD surveillance at present does not capture recurrent infection (C. difficile 
recurs after treatment in 20-30% of cases) nor does it capture details regarding the origin and onset of 
disease. With this in mind HPSC commenced enhanced CDAD surveillance in August 2009. In addition to 
demographic details, details of case type (new or recurrent), severity, origin and onset of C. difficile are 
recorded. Further details of the enhanced surveillance scheme (protocol, forms and database) can be found 
here. 

If you are interested in taking part please contact Dr. Fiona Roche at fionamary.roche@hse.ie. 
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