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With the latest outbreak of E. Coli in spinach, it seems appropriate to refresh everyone’s
memory on this ubiquitous and occasionally dangerous bug.

What is E. Coli?

E. Coli is a bacteria. Its full name is Escherichia Coli; it was discovered in the human colon by
a bacteriologist in 1885 named Dr. Theodor von Escherich. There are hundreds of strains of E.
Coli, many of which are harmless and normal inhabitants of our gastrointestinal tract. We

actually depend on E. Coli to produce many vitamins, like B Complex vitamins and Vitamin K,
which we absorb from our intestines.

Why is E. Coli a problem?

There are certain strains of E. Coli that do cause problems in humans. A very common
problem, usually in females, is a urinary tract infection caused by E. Coli from the Gl tract.
But there are more virulent and dangerous forms; E. Coli is capable of acquiring DNA for
virulence and toxicity from other organisms like viruses.
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What are the more dangerous forms of E. Coli?

A. Enterotoxigenic E. Coli (ETEC) — A very common cause of travelers diarrhea. The
bacteria releases a toxin that attaches to the lining of the intestine causing secretion
of free water.

B. Enteropathogenic E. Coli (EPEC) - This bacteria can cause severe vomiting, diarrhea,
and malnutrition, especially in young children.

C. Enterohemorrhagic E. Coli (EHEC) - The famous E. Coli
0 157:H7 falls into this group; it first became noticed in the 1980’s with a large
outbreak from undercooked hamburger at a fast-food restaurant. It is associated
with bloody diarrhea and hemolytic-uremic syndrome, a severe problem with the
kidneys.

D. Enteroinvasive E. Coli (EIEC) — This bacteria is somewhat uncommon but does cause
watery diarrhea and seems to be related to the Shigella bacteria, another virulent
gastrointestinal bacteria.

E. Enteroaggregative E. Coli (EAEC) — An E.Coli primarily from the developing world
but also one that causes persistent diarrhea in the immunocompromised, such as
AIDS patients.

What about our spinach problem?

The recent problem involving spinach relates to E. Coli 0 157:H7, an Enterohemorrhagic E.
Coli (EHEC). This bacteria is found in ruminants, cattle, pigs, goats, and sheep, but does not
cause illness in the animal. Thus the bacteria is a human pathogen carried by animals (not
unusual!)

What are the dangers of E. Coli 0 157:H7? - In addition to the severe watery diarrhea,
and bloody diarrhea, the toxin produced effects the very small blood vessels and some clotting
factors. Consequences of this toxic effect include severe damage to the kidneys sometimes
requiring dialysis, high blood pressure, seizures, blindness, paralysis and death. About 70,000
cases of E. Coli 0 157:H7 occur in the US annually, some resulting in death.

Where is E.Coli 0 157:H7 found? - Probably the most common place this virulent
bacteria is found is in undercooked meat. At the slaughterhouse, it is possible for the contents
of the animal’s intestines or feces to come in contact with the meat products. Additionally the
bacteria can be found in petting zoos, agricultural fairs, fresh fruits, vegetables and produce
(not uncommon in alfalfa sprouts), and in unpasturized

apple juice, orange juice, and milk. It has been found in other foods such as salami and jerky.
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What can you do to protect yourself?

A. Thoroughly cook your ground beef (to 160 degrees Fahrenheit in the center) and cook
all other meat well.

Observe all the FDA warnings.

Practice good hygiene, especially when changing diapers or visiting petting zoos, fairs,
and farms.
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Be careful where you swim; try not to swallow lake water.
Insure that your drinking water is safe; be careful about well water.
Wash fruits, vegetables, and produce thoroughly, especially if they will not be cooked.
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Be particularly careful about alfalfa sprouts for children, the elderly and the immuno-
compromised.
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