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What is Verotoxin-producing E-Coli? 
 Verotoxin-producing E.coli (VTEC) belongs to a large group of bacteria (bugs) called Escherichia coli (or E.coli for 

short).   
 Many E.coli are harmless and are normally found in the gut.   
 But VTEC bugs produce a toxin/poison that can cause a common and potentially serious infection of the bowel in 

humans.  
 This is most common and serious in small children and the elderly, although anyone of any age can get VTEC.  

 

How is VTEC spread ? 
 VTEC lives in the intestines of cattle and sometimes in sheep - the animal will not display signs of illness.    
 The faeces/dung/manure of these animals contains the VTEC bug.  This can spread to humans in a number of ways, for 

instance by: 
 Drinking water contaminated with the VTEC bug - eg. drinking from untreated contaminated private wells, or while swimming in contaminated 

water  
 Eating food contaminated with the VTEC bug - eg. raw vegetables, salad vegetables, undercooked meat, especially minced beef, ready to eat 

food which has been contaminated by an infected food handler 
 Contact with farm land and farm animals, such as cattle and sheep, or contact with their faeces/dung, including slurry, for example, via boots/

wellies etc. 
 

How is VTEC spread from human to human? 
 VTEC is spread through what is known as the faecal-oral route. This means that the bacteria from the faeces of an 

infected person is ingested (enters the mouth) by another person. 
 This can happen very easily, for instance by touching your mouth with unwashed hands after: 

 Coming in close contact with someone who is suffering from VTEC infection (this is especially common in families with small children or where 
groups of young children come together (e.g. in crèches and play schools) . 
 Nappy changing or toileting a child - this can spread the bug to you, but also to other children in your care.   
 Touching objects (light switches, clothing, footwear, handles, TV remote controls, pens, cups, plates, cutlery, toys etc.)  that have been 

contaminated with VTEC  
 The most important prevention measure is good hand hygiene. 

 

About the illness 
 The incubation period (the time between becoming infected and becoming unwell) is usually 3 – 4 days. 
 The illness may last for a couple of weeks. 
 Some patients infected with VTEC are asymptomatic - they develop no symptoms at all  
 Most people do develop some symptoms: 

- Abdominal pain                  - Nausea      - Diarrhoea (sometimes bloody) - Flu-like symptoms  
- Cramps                   - Vomiting - Loss of appetite   - Occasionally fever/high temperature 

 

VTEC infection can cause serious problems: 
 Infants and younger children are at highest risk. 
 VTEC can also cause a complication called Haemolytic Uraemic Syndrome (HUS), in which the red blood cells are 

destroyed and the kidneys fail.  
 This happens in up to 10% of cases.  
 HUS is the principal cause of acute kidney failure in children. 
 The illness may, in some circumstances, cause death.  
 Even if the person recovers from the diarrhoeal illness, watch for signs of HUS for the following couple of weeks. 

 

What are the signs of HUS? 
 Signs include: 

- Irritability  - Weakness - Passing only small amounts of urine/no urine 
- Tiredness  - Paleness - Decreased consciousness 
- In some cases there may also be bruising, skin rash (little red spots), yellowish colour to the skin 
- Seizures – this is rare 
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It is important to drink plenty of fluids to prevent dehydration - sip lots of clear fluids such as 
water or flat (with the fizz gone) lemonade. 

For further information please contact the Department 
of Public Health at any of the numbers below: 
(057) 9359891 (Area Office) 
(057) 8621135 (Portlaoise) 
(044) 9395006 (Mullingar) 

Information in this leaflet is based on information from: 
Department of Public Health, Midlands; Health Protection Surveillance Centre (HPSC), Ireland; Health Protection Agency (HPA), UK; Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), USA 

 

For how long is a person infectious? 
 A person with the infection, even if they do not have symptoms, can spread the bacteria to others for quite a long time. 
 The bacteria can remain in the faeces (poo) for at least 3 weeks and, in some cases, even longer. 
 This is particularly relevant in nurseries and childcare centres as the infection may be passed from child to child.   
 People with diarrhoea are most infectious. 
 Strict hand hygiene is very important.    

 
 

Is there a treatment for Verotoxin-producing E.Coli? 
 People should seek medical attention immediately after symptoms start.     
 Hospitalisation is often necessary.  

 
 
 
 
What steps should I take to prevent VTEC infection? 
 You should wash your hands thoroughly and often with soap and warm water and especially: 

∗ When hands look dirty 
∗ After handling raw meat  
∗ Before and after preparing, serving or eating food 
∗ Before and after dealing with sick people 
∗ Before and after changing the baby’s nappy 
∗ After going to the toilet or bringing someone to the toilet 
∗ Before and after treating a cut or a wound 
∗ After blowing your nose, coughing or sneezing 
∗ After handling rubbish or bins 
∗ After handling an animal or animal litter/droppings etc 

 Teach your children how and when to wash their hands 
 Drink water from a safe source, e.g. treated tap water. 
 Do not allow children to attend crèche or school if they have vomiting and/or diarrhoea. 
 Health care workers and food handlers should not attend work while they have vomiting and/or diarrhoea. 
 Prevent cross-contamination – never let raw meat and poultry, or their juices, come into contact with cooked meat or any 

other food – either raw or cooked. 
 Keep perishable foods refrigerated (between 0 and 50C). Refrigeration prevents the spread of most germs. 
 Never leave raw meats at room temperature. 
 Adequate cooking kills the bacteria. 
 Minced meat should be cooked thoroughly until the meat is brown throughout and juices run clear. 
 Always wash raw fruit and vegetables with safe water before eating. 
 Do not drink unpasteurised milk. 
 Do not use public swimming facilities if you are suffering from diarrhoea. 

 

Public Health advice: 
 Due to the severity of the illness, you will need specific advice from the Department of Public Health (numbers below) 

about when you can return to work, school or crèche if you have been infected with Verotoxin-producing E-coli.   
 Clear results from your stool samples will be required. 

 

 

Further information: 
 Useful information is contained in the following Department of Public Health fact sheets- Handling Food and Cleaning; 

Washing your hands; Diarrhoea and Vomiting 

Department of Public Health - Midlands 
13th August 2012 



Hand washing is important: 
If hands are not clean they can spread germs.  
You should wash your hands thoroughly and often with soap and warm water and especially:

When hands look dirty
After handling raw meat 
Before and after preparing, serving or eating food
Before and after dealing with sick people
Before and after changing the baby’s nappy
Before and after treating a cut or a wound
After going to the toilet or bringing someone to the toilet
After blowing your nose, coughing or sneezing
After handling rubbish or bins
After handling an animal or animal litter/droppings etc

A quick rinse will not work – your hands will still have germs.  To wash hands properly:
Rub all parts of the hands and wrists with soap and water for at least 15 seconds (or as long as it takes to 
sing the “Happy Birthday to you” song two times!)
Don’t miss out on washing your finger tips, between your fingers, the back of your hands and the bottom of 
your thumbs – the pictures here  will help.

Nails should be kept 
short
Remove hand and 
wrist jewellery—rings, 
watch, bracelets, etc

Wet hands thoroughly 
under warm running 
water

Apply a squirt of liquid 
soap to cupped hand

Rub palm to palm 5 
times

Rub your right palm 
over the back of your 
left hand and up to 
your wrist 5 times
Repeat on the other 
hand

With right hand over 
the back of left hand, 
rub fingers 5 times
Repeat on the other 
hand

Rub palm to palm 
with fingers 
interlaced

Wash both thumbs 
using rotating 
movement

Wash nail beds—rub 
the tips of your 
fingers against the 
opposite palm.

Rinse hands well
Make sure all the 
soap is gone

Dry hands 
completely using a 
clean hand towel or a 
fresh paper towel
If using a paper 
towel, bin it properly

Compiled by Dept of Public Health, Midlands. June 2011
Adapted from http://www.hpsc.ie/hpsc/A-Z/Gastroenteric/Handwashing/Posters/File,1383,en.pdf with additional images from Dreamstime.com: Washing hands © Mast3r ; Putting some soap on hands © Adamgregor; Opened pedal pin © Santos06

For further information please contact the 
Department of Public Health at any of the 
numbers below: 
(057) 9359891 (Area Office) 
(057) 8621135 (Portlaoise) 
(044) 9395006 (Mullingar)

Washing your hands 

Hand washing - this should take at least 15 seconds:

Getting ready to wash your hands:

Handwashing
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Washing hands: 
If hands are not clean they can spread germs.
You should wash your hands thoroughly and often with soap and warm water especially :

When hands look dirty
After handling raw meat 
Before and after preparing, serving or eating food
Before and after dealing with sick people
Before and after changing the baby’s nappy
Before and after treating a cut or a wound
After going to the toilet or bringing someone to the toilet
After blowing your nose, coughing or sneezing
After handling rubbish or bins
After handling an animal or animal litter/droppings etc

Handling Food:
Raw foods, particularly meats, should be kept away from food that is to be eaten without further cooking.  
When cooking food make sure that the temperature is high enough and the cooking time is long enough to 
kill all germs.
After cooking, do not let raw meats touch the cooked food.  
Do not let equipment which has been contaminated (dirtied/infected) with raw meat touch cooked foods – 
so keep knives, plates etc that you have used with raw meat away from cooked food.
Always make sure that fridges are operating at the right temperature (between 0 and 50 C).  
Do not put raw meats on shelves above cooked food as juices could drop onto cooked food and 
contaminate (infect) it.
If you are suffering from diarrhoea or vomiting do not prepare food for other people, as it is very easy to 
spread illness from dirty hands and cause more infection.  
It’s advised not to change the baby’s nappy where you are preparing or eating food.

Cleaning up diarrhoea or vomit:  
Protect yourself by wearing rubber gloves and, if available, a plastic disposable apron.
Work to keep the area of contamination as small as possible.  Soaking up excess liquid with paper towels 
or tissues helps with this.
When as much material as possible has been removed, the area should be thoroughly washed with 
detergent (cleaning liquid) and hot water. 
Suitable detergents can be obtained from most supermarkets or hardware stores.
Once cleaned, the area should be rinsed with clean water and allowed to dry.
For hard surfaces, like bath and door handles, a bathroom cleaner is ideal.
After cleaning, dump the plastic apron in the dustbin.  
Wash any equipment used (including your gloves) in detergent and water and allow to dry thoroughly.
When finished always wash and dry your hands.

Care with soiled articles: 
At home an ill person should normally use the toilet.
However, if urinals and bedpans have to be used, the carer should, if possible, wear rubber gloves and a 
disposable apron when attending the patient. 
Bedpans and urinals should be emptied into the toilet bowl and then washed with detergent, rinsed and 

Handling Food and Cleaning Fact Sheet 

Handling Food+Cleaning



allowed to dry. 
Soiled (dirty) clothing and bed linen should be washed in a domestic washing machine with a “hot cycle”.
If the amount of soiling makes this difficult, as much faecal material (poo) as possible should be flushed 
away in running water, preferably into the toilet bowl.
After loading the washing machine, wipe down its outside surfaces with detergent.
This is especially important if the machine is where children are likely to play.
When finished, wash and dry your hands.

Cleaning toilets and hand basins: 
Wearing rubber gloves, use detergent and water to clean the following at least twice a day:

Toilet seats
Flush handles
Wash-hand basin taps

Cloths and gloves used for cleaning must be washed, rinsed and allowed to dry fully.
Wash hands and dry fully after cleaning.

Disinfectant: 
Surfaces that have been cleaned with detergent do not usually require disinfecting.  In fact, some 
disinfectants do not work when in contact with diarrhoea or vomit.  
If using disinfectant:

Take special care to dilute any disinfectant as instructed by the manufacturer.
Make sure that the children cannot get to disinfectants, bleach, or any cleaning product.
Be careful if using bleach (or chlorine releasing agents) as it can burn the skin and will remove the colour 
from most fabric coverings.
There is no value in pouring disinfectants down the toilet bowl.

Take note:
People with diarrhoea should avoid unnecessary contact with others until their bowel motions have 
returned to normal (the diarrhoea is gone away):
Do not allow children to attend school or crèche until they are 48 hours diarrhoea free.
Health care workers and food-handlers should not report for work until they are 48 hours diarrhoea free.

For further information please contact the 
Department of Public Health at any of the numbers 
below: 

(057) 9359891 (Area Office) 
(057) 8621135 (Portlaoise) 
(044) 9395006 (Mullingar)

It is important to drink plenty of fluids to prevent dehydration - sip lots of clear fluids such as 
water or flat (with the fizz gone) lemonade.

Information in this leaflet is based on information from:
Department of Public Health, Midlands; Health Protection Surveillance Centre (HPSC), Ireland; Health Protection Agency (HPA), UK; Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), USA 
Image from: “Cleaning power” by Andreas Karelias  on www.dreamstime.com

Produced by Dept of Public Health, Midlands.  June 2011 
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What is diarrhoea? 
 Diarrhoea normally means bowel motions (faeces/poo) that are loose and being passed more often than 

usual. 
 There are many causes of diarrhoea including: 

− Infection - Allergy 
− Toxins - Food intolerance 
− Inflammation of the bowel 

 

What causes acute infectious diarrhoea? 
 There are many causes of acute infectious diarrhoea: 

• Common bacteria such as E.coli,  Salmonella and Campylobacter 
• Viral gastro-enteritis, often called gastric ‘flu, including the “winter vomiting bug” 
• Microscopic organisms such as Cryptosporidium and Giardia 

 

Spread of infectious diarrhoea: 
 The germs which cause acute infectious diarrhoea have to be swallowed to cause infection.   
 For example, germs can get onto your hands after caring for someone with diarrhoea or touching surfaces 

that have been contaminated (dirtied), like toilet flush handles, toilet door handles and toilet seats. 
 Once on your hands it is easy for the germs to get into your mouth. 
 If germs get onto food they may multiply and cause food poisoning, which can lead to large numbers of 

people becoming ill. 
 

What causes vomiting? 
 Like diarrhoea there are many causes, many of which will not be infectious.   
 Most of the infections that cause diarrhoea can also cause vomiting; often both can happen as part of the 

same illness.   
 Viral gastro-enteritis is probably the most common. 
 In young babies vomiting that shoots out like a fountain might be due to a narrowing at the outlet from the 

stomach.  Advice should be sought from a doctor. 
 
 
 
 

Treatment: 
 Children, especially very young babies, with severe vomiting or diarrhoea can quickly become dehydrated.   
 Seek medical advice immediately if the child is becoming listless and has loose skin. 
 Most people recover without any treatment from the doctor. 

 

How can diarrhoea and vomiting be prevented? 
 Do not allow children to attend crèche or school if they have vomiting and/or diarrhoea. 
 Health care workers and food handlers should not attend work while they have vomiting and/or diarrhoea. 
 It is most important that people with diarrhoea or vomiting keep away from others until they have stopped 

being sick and have normal bowel motions (the diarrhoea has gone away) for at least 48 hours. 
 In the case of verotoxin-producing E-coli you will need advice from your Department of Public Health 

before you may return to work or school. 
 To prevent the spread of infection, make sure that children with diarrhoea or vomiting wash their hands 

properly after going to the toilet. 
 Food handlers should stay off work until fully recovered with normal bowel motions for at least 48 hours. 
 Practice good hand hygiene at all times. 

Diarrhoea and Vomiting Fact Sheet 

 

 

It is important to drink plenty of fluids to prevent dehydration - sip lots 
of clear fluids such as water or flat (with the fizz gone) lemonade. 
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Hand washing 
 You should wash your hands thoroughly and often with soap and warm water, especially: 

• When hands look dirty 
• After handling raw meat 
• Before or after preparing, serving or eating food 
• Before and after dealing with sick people 
• Before and after changing the baby’s nappy 
• Before and after treating a cut or wound 
• After going to the toilet or bringing someone to the toilet 
• After blowing your nose, coughing or sneezing 
• After handling rubbish or bins 
• After handling an animal or animal litter/droppings etc 

 
Preparing Food 
 If you are suffering from diarrhoea or vomiting, try not to prepare food for other people, especially raw food 

such as salads, as it is very easy to spread germs from soiled (dirty) hands and cause more infection.   
 It’s advised not to change the baby’s nappy where you are preparing or eating food.  
 
Cleaning 
 When cleaning up diarrhoea or vomit, take care to protect yourself by wearing rubber gloves and, if 

available, a plastic disposable apron.  
 Protect yourself by wearing rubber gloves and, if available, a plastic disposable apron. 
 Work to keep the area of contamination as small as possible.  Soaking up excess liquid with paper towels or 

tissues helps with this. 
 When as much material as possible has been removed, the area should be thoroughly washed with detergent 

(cleaning liquid) and hot water.   
 Suitable detergents can be obtained from most supermarkets or hardware stores. 
 Once cleaned, the area should be rinsed with clean water and allowed to dry. 
 For hard surfaces, like bath and door handles, a bathroom cleaner is ideal. 
 After cleaning, dump the plastic apron in the dustbin.   
 Wash any equipment used (including your gloves) in detergent and water and allow to dry thoroughly. 
 When finished always wash and dry your hands. 
 

For further information please 
contact the Department of Public 
Health at any of the numbers 
below: 
 
(057) 9359891 (Area Office) 
(057) 8621135 (Portlaoise) 
(044) 9395006 (Mullingar) 

Information in this leaflet is based on information from: 
Department of Public Health, Midlands; Health Protection Surveillance Centre (HPSC), Ireland; Health Protection Agency (HPA), UK; Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), USA 
Image: “Stomach ache” © Higyou | Dreamstime.com 

 



Collection of faeces (poo) for microbiology tests 

1. Do not mix urine with the stool sample. If you need to pass urine, do so first.  

2. Place a clean wide mouth container (potty, empty plastic food container) in 

the toilet bowl, or put clean newspaper or plastic wrap over the toilet seat 

opening (this prevents the stool sample from falling into the toilet bowl).   

3. Pass stool onto the potty, plastic container, newspaper or plastic wrap.  

4. For babies, the stool sample can be taken directly from the nappy (then 

dispose of the nappy in the normal way). 

5. Using the spoon built into the lid of the collection tube place a few small 

scoopfuls of stool into the tube.  

6. Do not overfill and try not to spill stool on the outside of the tube.  

7. Replace the collection tube lid and screw on tightly.  

8. Dispose of any remaining stool down the toilet and; 

 Clean potty with hot soapy water 

 Wrap the plastic container, used newspaper or plastic wrap in clean 

newspaper, place in a plastic bag and dispose of in normal refuse 

9. Label the collection tube with the patient’s name, date of birth and the date of 

collection.  

10. Place the collection tube in the plastic bag attached to the sample request 

form.

11. Wash your hands thoroughly in hot running water with soap and dry carefully. 

12. If the sample cannot be delivered immediately, keep it in a cool place (but not 

in your fridge).

Take note:

Please return the sample to: ………………………………………………….

Staff at the Reception area will direct you. 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Department of Public Health, HSE Area Office, Arden Road, Tullamore            Dec 2011 


