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VEROTOXOGENIC E. COLI (VTEC) BACTERIA  
 

 
 
What are E. coli Bacteria? 
E. coli are bacteria that are commonly found in the intestines of humans and animals.  There 
are different types of E. coli, some are not harmful to people but some can cause serious illness 
such as E. coli O157: H7.  Humans may become ill by ingesting the bacteria. 
 
How does a person get an E. coli infection? 
E. coli infections can be spread by many food sources such as undercooked ground beef, 
unpasteurized apple cider and milk, ham, turkey, roast beef, sandwich meats, raw vegetables, 
cheese and contaminated water.  Once someone has consumed contaminated food or water, 
this infection can be passed from person to person by hand to mouth contact.  E. coli does not 
survive in the air, on surfaces like tables or counters and is not spread by coughing, kissing or 
normal, everyday interactions with friends and neighbors.  Poor hand washing and improper 
food handling are factors that lead to the spread of this illness. 
 
What are the symptoms? 
Symptoms include stomach cramps, diarrhea (possibly bloody), fever (infrequent), nausea and 
vomiting.  Symptoms usually begin 3 to 4 days after swallowing the bacteria and can last 5 to 10 
days.  A rare complication may include Hemolytic Uremic Syndrome (HUS) where symptoms 
may appear to be resolving and then anemia and kidney complications develop. 
  
How can you prevent E. coli infection? 

• Thorough hand washing is the best prevention.  Make sure hands are properly washed 
with soap and water after using the toilet, changing diapers, touching animals (or their 
feces), before eating and before and after preparing foods. 

• Wash hands after touching and preparing raw meats. 
• Wash fruits and vegetables well before eating. 
• Don’t eat raw or undercooked meat.  Cook meat, poultry and egg products thoroughly. 

Cook stuffing separately from the bird. 
• Using a food thermometer, make sure that the inside of cooked meat reaches a 

temperature of 74ºC (165F). 
• Wash and disinfect cutting boards, counter tops, knives and other utensils after contact 

with raw meats and poultry, especially before using these areas to prepare other foods.  
Throw out used meat packaging. 

• Keep raw foods away from cooked foods during food preparation and storage. 
• If you have diarrhea, avoid preparing and serving food and be sure to contact your 

doctor. 
• Avoid unpasteurized milk and cheese products.  Never drink raw milk.  
• Drink water from a safe supply.  If you drink well water, have it tested to ensure it is safe 

to drink. 
 

For more information please contact 1-800-958-6400 or the local Public Health Nursing Office. 
 


