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Safety Information Briefing
Employee Safety and Health Team
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Hurricane Katrina & Rita Emergency Response
                       





Date:    October 4, 2005
E. Coli Fact Sheet and Hand Washing
Unsubstantiated reports concerning airborne concentrations of E. Coli in air monitoring data have been circulating.  E. coli are bacteria that normally live in the intestines of humans and animals and not likely to be transmitted airborne.  Most strains are harmless, however, one strain called E. coli 157:H7 can cause severe diarrhea and kidney damage.  To date, this strain has not been found in floodwaters.  Attached is a Fact Sheet concerning E. coli and these reports. 
All personnel are reminded that the best defense against any illness is proper and frequent hand washing.  The following information is provided as a reminder. 
When should you wash your hands? 
You should wash your hands often, probably more often than you do now.  It is especially important to wash your hands – 

· Before, during, and after you prepare food 

· Before you eat, and after you use the bathroom 

· Before smoking or putting in contact lenses

· After handling animals or animal waste 

· When your hands are dirty, and more frequently if someone around you is ill. 

What is the correct way to wash your hands?   First wet your hands and apply liquid or clean bar soap; next rub your hands vigorously together and scrub all surfaces; continue for 10 - 15 seconds or about the length of a little tune.  (It is the soap combined with the scrubbing action that helps dislodge and remove germs.)  Rinse well and dry your hands. 

In the absence of hand washing facilities, an alcohol based hand disinfect should be used.  
Below are additional web sites for information.
Disaster Safety – Hand washing

http://www.bt.cdc.gov/disasters/pdf/handhygienefacts.pdf
Info Cards for use with Hand Sanitizing Gels

http://www.bt.cdc.gov/disasters/hurricanes/katrina/pdf/cleanhandshandoutcards.pdf
Safety - Hand Washing Poster 

http://www.mass.gov/dph/cdc/handwashing/did_you_wash_your_hands.pdf
Contact: Jeff Scussel or Jeanette Early 678-441-5125

E. Coli Fact Sheet

Anecdotal reports from varying sources have been circulating concerning high levels of E. coli in air monitoring data.  This has not been confirmed and is highly unlikely unless the air monitoring is from a location where floodwater is being sprayed or aerosolized in some fashion.  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, and the Environmental Protection Agency, and the Army Corps of Engineers, were contacted and none of these organizations can substantiate this report and are very skeptical that it is even possible.  These bacteria are susceptible to desiccation and cannot be revitalized once dried.  The presence of E coli or fecal contamination in water does not present an inhalation risk to E. coli or other potential pathogens.    

E. coli are bacteria that normally live in the intestines of humans and animals. Although most strains are harmless, several are known to produce toxins that can cause diarrhea. One particular E. coli strain called O157:H7 can cause severe diarrhea and kidney damage, however,  E. coli O157:H7 has not been found in the flood waters.  Since E coli is found in high concentrations in fecal material, it is frequently used as an indicator of sewage contamination.  The main route of exposure is via ingestion of either contaminated food or water.    

E. coli continues to be an issue as it relates to skin contact, or ingestion of the contaminated flood water and other standing water in the hurricane area.  Based on water sampling results, emergency responders and the public should avoid direct contact with standing water when possible.  In the event contact occurs, EPA and CDC strongly advise the use of soap and water to clean exposed areas.  Floodwater should not be swallowed and all mouth contact should be minimized and avoided.  The most likely symptoms of ingestion of floodwater contaminated with bacteria are stomachache, fever, vomiting and diarrhea.  Also, people can become ill if they have an open cut, wound, or abrasion that comes into contact with water contaminated with certain organisms.

To limit the possibility of contamination - 
· Wash your hands before drinking and eating 
· Do not smoke, this limits hand to mouth contact

· Limit direct contact with contaminated flood water.  

· If walking in water is unavoidable, wear waterproof boots, waders or gortex socks  as appropriate.  

· If you are handling material wet with floodwater, wear waterproof gloves.  

· Wash frequently using soap – use disinfecting or antibacterial soap 

· Report cuts or open wounds and limit exposure to flood water  

· Report all symptoms of gastroenteritis
Prepared by:  Tim Radtke
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