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Salmonella rates high in infants  

Salmonella continues to be a significant cause of infective gastroenteritis.  Recent estimates in the United 
States indicate that there are 1,034,000 cases of non-typhoidal salmonellosis each year, resulting, on 
average, 19,580 hospitalisations and 380 deaths.1 

Numbers of non-typhoidal salmonella notifications in the developed world are falling.  In 2008, 134,606 
confirmed non-typhoidal salmonellosis cases were reported by all EU countries, giving an overall notification 
rate of 29.62 per 100,000 population.  This represents a significant decrease over the last three years (in 
2007, 164,321 cases were notified giving a notification rate 36.38 per 100 000 population.2  This trend is 
also being seen in Ireland; between 2007 and 2009 annual salmonella notification fell from 456 cases to 333 
cases.

Notification rates are particularly high in children.  In children aged 0–4 years the overall EU rate is 161.2 per 
100 000 population (the corresponding rate in Ireland is 30.0 per 100 000 population).  Each year in Ireland 
between about 20 and 40 cases of salmonellosis are identified in infants (children less than one year of age); 
this represents between about 5 and 10% of all salmonellosis cases in Ireland.  

As well as being commoner than in older age groups, infantile salmonellosis is generally a more serious 
disease; bloodstream infection is more likely to develop (overall between 2 and 4 percent of infant cases of 
salmonellosis are complicated by sepsis).3  This figure rises markedly in those less than three months of 
age.   In the US, prominent racial differences exist; Black infants are more likely than both Asian and White 
infants to develop serious invasive disease (9%, 7% and 4%, respectively).  Black infants are more likely 
than White to be hospitalised (35% and 29%).   Occasionally (especially in those <6 months of age), 
salmonella meningitis can complicate bloodstream infection.4    

In addition, enteric bacterial pathogens (including salmonella) are a prominent cause of intussception in 
infants; the relative risk for intussusception following any bacterial enteritis is about 40.5 

Risk factors for salmonellosis in this age group vary and include foodborne transmission (infant formula, 
riding in shopping trolleys that carry raw meat and poultry, home exposures to standard salmonella food risk 
factors), environmental exposure (pet food, reptiles, snakes and amphibians, pets, farm animal contact), 
travel, recent immigration from high endemicity areas and person to person transmission (most likely the 
infant’s parents but also siblings, grandparents, babysitters, etc.).  Breastfeeding is protective against 
salmonellosis in infants (particularly <6 months), as is mobility (crawling babies are less likely to develop 
salmonellosis). 

Table 1 shows the distribution of Irish cases of salmonellosis in infants from 2005 until 2010 year to date.  
Numbers have remained relatively constant since 2005 and cases are distributed relatively evenly by age.  

Table 1: Salmonellosis in children under 1 year by age in months, Ireland 2005-
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21st December 2010

Table 2 shows the proportion of cases that are travel related.  Overall 23 cases of 94 about which travel 
information is available were travel related; this represents 24.5% of cases.  

Table 2:  Salmonellosis in children under 1 year by travel status, Ireland 2005-
21st December 2010

*travel status inferred from country of infection variable on CIDR.

Since salmonellosis in infants represents a significant minority of all salmonella cases and is more frequently 
complicated that in older age groups, it makes sense to ensure that surveillance and prevention should be 
focussed that disease in this age group.

HPSC in conjunction with Departments of Public Health has developed enhanced questions for 
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salmonellosis on CIDR (these are in addition to core questions already on CIDR).  They will concentrate on 
such areas as:

1.  Determining if there is similar sickness in the family
2.  Determining if there sickness might be occurring in children that are being fed a common infant 

formula milk brand 
3.  Determining  if there has been recent travel (including immigration/adoption)
4.  Determining food history (RF eggs, meat, poultry, dairy produce),
5.  Determining if reptiles, snakes or amphibians are in house
6.  Determining if there has been contact with other pets including farm animals (or pet food)
7.  Determining if the child has been recent riding in shopping trolleys or exposure to raw poultry or 

meat

In order to minimise the risk of salmonellosis in infants, it is important to bear the following in mind:

1.  Reptiles, snakes or amphibians are NOT suitable pets for children under the age of 5
2.  Placing children in shopping trolleys with raw meat and poultry products is not safe practice (even if 

the meat is double bagged)
3.  Parents and other adults must wash their hands thoroughly after touching food and before lifting the 

infant; this is a common way in which infection is transmitted.
4.  Breastfeeding protects against enteric infections; mother's milk is the safest food for young infants.

Paul McKeown and Patricia Garvey, HPSC
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