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HEALTH ADVISORY 

 

Increased Shigellosis in El Paso County 
Summary: El Paso County Public Health (EPCPH) has seen a marked increase in new reports of shigella 
infections since mid-October. Most cases have been reported among children under the age of 13, with 
equal numbers of males and females being infected, but cases are also occurring among other age 
groups. Shigellosis is very contagious and can spread quickly through communities and across different 
segments of the population. EPCPH recommends meticulous handwashing and other hygiene practices 
to prevent shigellosis and encourages patients with symptoms of shigellosis such as diarrhea and fever 
to visit a health care provider. Clinicians should obtain stool cultures from patients suspected of having 
shigellosis, counsel patients about shigellosis prevention, and, when treatment is required, select drugs 
based on antimicrobial susceptibility test results.   

 
This Health Alert Network (HAN) Advisory provides the following: 

 Information about the current status of the cases in El Paso County 

 Recommendations for clinical management, counseling, and follow-up of exposed patients and 
their contacts 

 Information about importance of testing for antibiotic susceptibility of shigella 
 Recommendations for shigella patients 

 
Background 
As of November 19, 2015, eight cases of shigella (six confirmed through laboratory testing) have been 
identified in El Paso County residents with onset dates from October 12, 2015 through November 9, 2015. 
This brings the total number of shigella cases for 2015 to 13. Typically, El Paso County has about seven 
reported cases per year, with just four cases reported in 2014. Seven of the eight cases reported since mid-
October have been in children ranging from 2-12 years of age. Shigella is very contagious, especially in child 
care settings where children wear diapers. 
 

Recommendations for Clinicians 
 Report ANY suspected shigella case to El Paso County Public Health at (719) 578-3220. 
 Obtain stool cultures from patients with diarrheal illness. 

 Base treatment for shigellosis, when needed, on the antimicrobial susceptibility profile of the 
individual isolate. 

 Counsel shigellosis patients about the importance of meticulous handwashing after using the 
toilet, and avoiding activities most likely to transmit the infection to others, such as preparing 



food for others, swimming, and group play among young children. 
 Recommend symptomatic contacts of shigellosis patients, particularly those suspected to have 

a multidrug-resistant strain, to seek health care. 
 For shigellosis patients with treatment failure or prolonged diarrhea, obtain follow-up stool 

cultures at short intervals (e.g., semi-weekly) until the patient has a negative culture.  
 Confirming clearance of shigellae from stool will allow more accurate counseling about the 

timelines appropriate for return to higher-risk activities. 
 Ask the parents of children diagnosed with, or suspected of having shigella infections whether 

their child attends child care.  
o All children in child care should be excluded until they have been treated with an 

effective antibiotic for three days AND no longer have diarrhea OR they have two 
consecutive negative stool samples collected 24 hours apart. Ill children should not go 
to another facility during the period of exclusion.  

 Ask the patient if they are a food handler or work in food preparation. 
o Food handlers must be excluded from work until two consecutive stool samples collected 

no fewer than 24 hours apart are negative for Shigella AND they have had no diarrhea 
for at least 24 hours. They must be cleared by Public Health before they return to work. 

Importance of Antibiotic Susceptibility Testing of Shigella 
Shigella resistance to traditional first-line drugs such as ampicillin and trimethoprim-sulfamethoxazole is 
common. Health care providers now often have to rely on alternative drugs like ciprofloxacin and 
azithromycin to treat shigella infections. However, strains of shigella resistant to these antibiotics are 
becoming more common in the United States. Infections caused by antibiotic-resistant shigella strains can 
last longer than infections caused by antibiotic-susceptible bacteria. In order to ensure appropriate 
treatment, especially in child care or other work exclusion situations, lab tests should be ordered to check 
for antibiotic susceptibility of the shigella.  

Recommendations for Shigellosis Patients 
Patients infected with shigella can protect others through the following actions: 

 All patients should: 

o Wash hands with soap and warm water after using the toilet. 

o Not prepare food for others while experiencing diarrhea, if possible. 
 Professional food service workers please refer to specific guidance above. 

o Not swim or enter a public hot tub for one week after recovering from diarrhea. 

 Children in child care and child care staff should: 

o Stay home while ill with shigellosis. 

o Please refer to specific exclusion guidance above. 

For More Information 
 For more information on shigella, see http://www.elpasocountyhealth.org and go to 

Services/Resources for Medical Providers or contact El Paso County Public Health 
Communicable Disease Program at (719)578-3220. 


