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Botulism

What is botulism?

Botulismisararebut serious parayticillnesscaused by a
nervetoxinthat isproduced by the bacterium Clostridium
botulinum. There are three main kinds of botulism.
Foodborne botulismiscaused by eating foodsthat contain
the botulismtoxin. Wound botulismiscaused by toxin pro-
duced from awound infected by C. botulinum. Infant botu-
lismiscaused by consuming the spores of the botulinum
bacteria, whichthen grow intheintestinesand releasetoxin.
All formsof botulism can befatd and areconsidered medical
emergencies. Foodborne botulism can be especialy dan-
gerous because numerous peopl e can be poi soned by eat-
ing acontaminated food.

Whereis Clostridium botulinum found?

Clostridiumbotulinumisthe name of agroup of bacteria
commonly foundin soil. Theserod-shaped organismsgrow
best inlow-oxygen conditions. The bacteriaform spores
which allow them to survivein adormant state until ex-
posed to conditionsthat can support their growth. There
areseventypesof botulism toxin designated by theletters
A through G; only A, B, E, and F causeillnessin humans.

How common is botulism?

Inthe United States an average of 110 cases of botulism
arereported each year. Of these, approximately 25% are
foodborne, 72% areinfant botulism, and therest arewound
botulism. Outbreaks of foodborne botulisminvolving two
or more persons occur most yearsand are usually caused
by eating contaminated home-canned food. The number of
casesof foodborneandinfant botulism haschangedlittlein
recent years, but wound botulism hasincreased because of
theuse of black-tar heroin, especialy in Cdifornia.

Why is botulinum toxin a potential bioweapon?
Botulinum toxinisconsdered abiowegponsthreat because
itisextremely potent and lethal. Itisa so easy to produce,

transport, and misuse. It can either be aerosolized to be
released intheair or used asacontaminantinfood. Alsoa
number of countriesare known to have devel oped botuli-
num toxinasabiologica wegpon. Aum Shinrikyo, thegroup
that wasresponsiblefor releasing sarin gasin the Tokyo
subway system, tried botulinum toxinfirst but failed to per-
fectitsuse.

What are the symptoms of botulism?

The classic symptomsof botulismincludedoublevision,
blurred vision, drooping eydlids, durred speech, difficulty
swallowing, dry mouth, and muscleweakness. Infantswith
botulism appear |ethargic, feed poorly, are congtipated, and
have aweak cry and poor muscletone. Theseareal symp-
tomsof themuscle paraysiscaused by the bacterial toxin.
If untreated, these symptoms may progressto cause pa-
ralysisof thearms, legs, trunk, and respiratory muscles. In
foodborne botulism, symptoms generally begin 18 to 36
hoursafter eating acontaminated food, but they can occur
asearly as6 hoursor aslate as 10 days.

How is botulism diagnosed?

Physiciansmay consider the diagnosisif the patient’shis-
tory and physical examination suggest botulism. However,
these cluesare usually not enough to allow adiagnosis of
botulism. Other diseases can appear similar to botulism,
such as stroke, but special tests can exclude these other
conditions. Themost direct way to confirmthediagnosisis
todemongratethepresenceof botulinimtoxininthepatient’s
sysem.

How can botulism be treated?

Therespiratory failureand paralysisthat occur with severe
botulism may require a patient to be on abreathing ma-
chine(ventilator) for weeks, plusintensvemedica and nurs-
ing care. After severd weekstheparaysisdowly improves.
If diagnosed early, foodborne and wound botulism can be
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treated with an antitoxin which blocksthe action of toxin
circulating in the blood. This can prevent patientsfrom
worsening, but recovery still takesmany weeks. Physicians
may try to remove contaminated food still inthedigestive
tract if thetoxin wasfoodborne. Wounds should betrested,
usually surgically, to removethe source of thetoxin-pro-
ducing bacteria. Good supportive carein ahospital isthe
mainstay of therapy for all formsof botulism. Currently,
antitoxinisnot routinely givento treat infant botulism.

Are there complications from botulism?
Botulism canresultindeath duetorespiratory failure. How-
ever, inthe past 50 years, the proportion of patientswith
botulism who die hasfallen from about 50% to 8%. Pa-
tientswho survive an epsiode of botulism poisoning may
havefatigue and shortness of breath for yearsand long-
term therapy may be needed to aid recovery.

How can botulism be prevented?

Foodborne botulism has often been from home-canned
foodswith low acid content, such asasparagus, green beans,
beets, and corn. However, outbresksof botulismfrommore
unusua sourcessuch as improperly handled chopped gar-
licinail, chili peppers, and tomatoes have occurred. Per-
sonswho do home canning should follow strict hygienic

proceduresto reduce contamination of foods. Oilsinfused
with garlic or herbs should berefrigerated. Becausethe
botulismtoxinisdestroyed by hightemperatures, persons
who eat home-canned foods should consider boiling the
food for 10 minutes before eating it to ensure safety. In-
dructionson safehome canning can be obtained from county
extension servicesor fromthe US Department of Agricul-
ture. Because honey can contain spores of Clostridium
botulinumand thishasbeen asource of infectionininfants,
children younger than 12 months should not befed honey.
Honey issafefor persons 1 year of age or older. Wound
botulism can be prevented by promptly seeking medical
carefor infected wounds and by not using injectable street
drugs. If you suspect that you may have been exposed to
botulinum toxinin any manner, seek medical helpimmedi-
ady.

For specific concerns about botulism, call the New Hampshire Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services at 603-271-4496 or 800-852-
3345 x4496. Questions and comments are welcomed and may be ad-
dressed to the Bureau of Emergency Preparedness and Response by
calling 603-271-4496 or 800-852-3345 x4496. For further informa-
tion, refer to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention website at
www.cdc.gov or the New Hampshire Department of Health and Hu-
mans Services website at www.dhhs.state.nh.us.
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