
What is E. coli? 
E. coli is a kind of bacteria that is too small to see 
with the naked eye. There are hundreds of kinds 
(or strains) of E. coli. Most strains live in animals’ 
and people’s gastrointestinal tract (stomach and 
intestines). These strains are harmless, can help 
in digestion, and may fight off harmful bacteria.1 

Some strains of E. coli produce toxins (poisons) 
that can make people sick. One group of these 
strains is known as Shiga toxin-producing E. coli 
(or STEC). If someone becomes sick from this 
group of E. coli, it is called a STEC infection.

How does STEC spread?
STEC may be found in animal feces and the stool 
(poop) of people who have a STEC infection. 
The bacteria can spread when something is 
contaminated by (comes in contact with) feces 
or stool and then reaches a person’s mouth.1,2 

For example, you can get a STEC infection after 
having contaminated food or drinks such as1,2:
•	 raw or undercooked ground meat
•	 contaminated fruits and vegetables
•	 raw (unpasteurized) milk or raw milk 

products
•	 unpasteurized juices.

Note: Pasteurization is a process that applies 
heat to food or liquids to destroy bacteria 
including harmful strains of E. coli.

Other ways you can get a STEC infection 
include1,2: 
•	 through person-to-person contact with 

someone infected with STEC who did not 
wash their hands or by touching an object 
that they touched

•	 by visiting farms or petting zoos where 
you are more likely to come in contact with 
animals or animal feces 

•	 after swallowing water from lakes, rivers, 
streams, and ponds, or from pools and hot 
tubs that were not properly cleaned or 
chlorinated.

Who is most at risk for infection?
Anyone can get a STEC infection. However, some 
people are at higher risk including3:
•	 children younger than 5 years old
•	 adults age 65 years and older
•	 people with weakened immune systems
•	 international travelers.

What are the symptoms of a STEC infection?
Most STEC infections include stomach cramps, 
diarrhea that can be bloody, vomiting, or a low 
fever. The symptoms usually start three to four 
days after swallowing E. coli.2,4

People with the following severe symptoms 
should contact their health care provider:
•	 Diarrhea or vomiting lasting more than  

two days
•	 Bloody diarrhea or pee
•	 A fever higher than 102 degrees F
•	 Signs of dehydration:

•	 Little or no peeing
•	 Dry mouth and throat
•	 Feeling dizzy or lightheaded

Important: A STEC infection can turn into a  
life-threatening condition called hemolytic uremic 
syndrome (HUS). HUS can lead to kidney failure, 
permanent health problems, and even death. 
People with HUS should be hospitalized right 
away. Go to the emergency room or call your 
doctor if you have signs of HUS4,5: 
•	 paleness (loss of color in the skin)
•	 unexplained bruising or tiny red spots on  

the skin
•	 bloody urine (pee)
•	 urinating (peeing) less or not at all
•	 feeling very tired or irritable (cranky)
•	 feeling less alert or aware.
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•	 Prepare food safely9:
1.	 Clean: Wash hands, surfaces, and  

utensils often.
2.	 Separate: Separate raw food from cooked 

food to prevent cross contamination.  
For example, use separate cutting boards 
for raw meat than for other foods that 
aren’t cooked (like fruit).

3.	 Cook: Cook food to their safe cooking 
temperature. Check the food’s 
temperature using a food thermometer.

4.	 Chill: Refrigerate food quickly.
•	 Do not drink unsafe water9:

•	 Avoid swallowing water when swimming 
in lakes, rivers, streams, ponds, and 
swimming pools.

•	 Treat water when camping or hiking.
•	 Drink pasteurized milk and juice.9 

How do I know if I have a STEC infection?
Call your health care provider if you experience 
severe STEC symptoms. They may ask you to 
come to the clinic to provide a stool sample.  
This sample will be sent to a lab for testing.6 

How is a STEC infection treated?
Most people recover from a STEC infection 
without treatment in five to seven days.  
You can help manage your symptoms by6:
•	 getting rest to allow your body to recover
•	 drinking lots of liquids to prevent dehydration.

Important: Do not use antibiotics or  
anti-diarrheal (diarrhea relief) medicine to treat 
STEC infections. These increase your chance  
of developing HUS, which can lead to death.6,7

People with symptoms of HUS should be 
hospitalized. They may receive one or more  
of the following treatment options6: 
•	 IV fluids (fluids are passed into your veins  

to prevent dehydration)
•	 Blood transfusions (lost blood is replaced with 

donated blood)
•	 Kidney dialysis (blood that is normally filtered 

by your kidneys is filtered through a medical 
device instead)

How can we prevent STEC infections in our 
communities?
•	 Wash your hands often with soap and water. 

Make sure to wash your hands for at least  
20 seconds at the following times8:

•	 After using the toilet, changing a diaper, 
or cleaning up a child who used the toilet

•	 Before and after caring for someone sick 
who is vomiting or has diarrhea

•	 Before, during, and after you prepare 
food, especially raw meat

•	 Before and after eating food
•	 After touching animals or their 

environments (farms, petting zoos)
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