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In early May 2011, the deadliest and second largest Escherichia coli (E. coli) infection outbreak
began in Germany.' E. coli infections are primarily caused by contaminated food and often cause
diarrhea, abdominal cramping, and sometimes vomiting.?

The rare strain of E. coli in this outbreak, O104:H4, contained genes called enteroaggregative E.
coli and the strain was able to produce a Shiga toxin.* The combined factors are dangerous
together and led to an unusually high number of E. coli infections leading to hemolytic-uremic
syndrome (HUS), a complication that leads to kidney failure and red blood cell destruction.*
The dangerous outbreak rapidly expanded throughout Germany as the source of contamination

took a while to identify due to Germany’s the slow response to the outbreak and the ten day
incubation period that E. coli has.’ Cases were also found in twelve other European countries
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throughout the long outbreak due to travel to and from Germany.® In total, the outbreak caused
over 3,100 confirmed cases and 53 deaths.’

On May 26", 2011, a couple weeks after the outbreak began, German authorities announced that
researchers had located E. coli bacteria in four cucumbers imported from Spain.* Additionally,
early epidemiological analysis revealed that 92% of infected women had eaten tomatoes while
only 60% of non-infected women did.” The results were similar for cucumbers and lettuce so
German officials advised against consuming all three, but cucumbers were still cited as the cause
of the outbreak.'® Stores began removing Spain-imported cucumbers from their shelves and
Spanish farms suffered severe economic hardship, losing around 7-8 million euros per day."

Germany was not positive that cucumbers were the root source of their cause, but Cornelia
Priifer-Storcks, the state health minister in Hamburg, Germany and the first official to cite
Spanish cucumbers as the cause, claimed that Germany had to warn against them due to the high
number of deaths and preliminary test results.'?

German public health officials, however, later retracted their statement claiming Spanish
cucumbers caused the outbreak because subsequent testing revealed a lack of evidence." They
instead found that people who ate sprouts were nine times more likely to be infected with E. coli
than people who had not.'* The contaminated sprouts originated from a farm in Northern
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Germany, that officials later shut down'®, who had received the sprout seeds from Egypt.'® While
the sprout seeds, similarly to the cucumbers, did not test positive for E. coli in a laboratory,
officials still cited sprouts as the cause and issued a warning against them while lifting the
warning against cucumbers, tomatoes, and lettuce.

Germany declared the outbreak over on July 26™.!” Even with the outbreak over, the government
faced a lot of backlash in their handling of this outbreak. Because of their incorrect assumption
that Spanish cucumbers were the cause of the outbreak, Spain lost upwards of 350 million Euros
in the first two weeks of the outbreak, as estimated by the European Commission.'® Additionally,
German officials were criticized for not testing sprouts initially as they are a common food
associated with food borne illnesses."

The poor response on Germany’s end led to improved surveillance measures to prevent another
E. coli outbreak as widespread as this one.”” Some of the measures implemented shortly after
included increased research on threats and preparedness activities.?!

Please include case study summary text below this line.

Germany experienced a widespread and deadly Escherichia coli (E. coli) outbreak in 2011
lasting almost three months. Public health officials initially issued a warning against Spanish
cucumbers as the cause of the outbreak but later discovered the culprit was sprouts from a
German farm who imported the seeds from Egypt. German public health officials faced
widespread criticism for their slow response on the outbreak and the incorrect claim that Spanish
cucumbers were to blame. The outbreak led to increased preparedness to prevent and contain
other food borne outbreaks.
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