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E coli in the countryside: whose problem is it anyway?

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Reducing the risks of catching E. coli O157 in the countryside is everyone’s problem.  That means we should all take responsibility - individual residents and visitors, as well as farmers and government - according to researchers working on the Research Councils UK Rural Economy and Land Use Programme (RELU).

E. coli O157 is the most common of the harmful strains of the bacteria and this interdisciplinary research has investigated not just its characteristics, but also how people understand E. coli O157 and how their behaviour affects the threats that it poses. E. coli O157 must be swallowed to infect people it can be contracted from food, water or by contact with farm animals, particularly sheep and cattle, and their faeces.  

In one-to-one interviews, the researchers found that people believed others should do more to reduce the risk of infection.  While farmers thought that abattoirs should do more to prevent outbreaks, abattoir owners said that farmers should do more through better cleaning of livestock before slaughter, and butchers claimed that meat inspectors could be more effective.  

In a survey of over two thousand rural residents and visitors, around 45 per cent of all respondents thought that health authorities as well as central and local government should be taking more action to protect the public.  But the researchers say that E. coli O157 infection isn’t a problem that is easily solved, and the most effective way of addressing it would be for everyone to adopt behaviours and strategies to reduce risks.

For governments at local and national level this means better understanding of where risks are highest, and having effective inspections of abattoirs and waste disposals, and visitor attractions such as open farms to ensure appropriate precautions are in place.  

Farmers need to think about the risks on their land as well as in the abattoir.  If they are providing camping facilities for example, it is important that these are not in fields where animals have been grazing recently.  This is very important as the E. coli O157 bacteria may survive for more than 15 weeks in soil and pasture.

Visitors also need to be aware of the risks of infection and take appropriate action themselves.  Many people know about the risks of contaminated food and the importance of washing vegetables and cooking meat properly, but the research shows that 72 per cent of rural visitors say they have never heard of this germ, so cannot be aware that it is often present in the rural environment, nor how long it can survive there. 

Even in areas where there have been high profile outbreaks of E. coli O157, and where residents are much better informed, for example in the Grampian region of Scotland, they tend not to see themselves as being at risk.

Dr Norval Strachan, from the University of Aberdeen, who led the research, explains: “E. coli O157 can cause very serious illness, especially in young children.  But our research suggests that everyone has to take responsibility to reduce the risk from these dangerous bacteria.”

“The reality is that the germ is often present in the faeces of sheep and cattle, and while animals are unaffected, it can have serious consequences for people that swallow it, either via contaminated food or in the rural environment.”  

“Research has found that the bacteria can persist for example, on stiles and farm gates, where people routinely put their hands.  So if you are going on a picnic in an area where there are farm animals, that is something to bear in mind.”

“But we don’t want to put people off enjoying the countryside.  Simple precautions such as washing your hands with soap and water provide the best protection, particularly after touching farm animals and before handling food.  If this is not available then moist wipes (preferably antibacterial) should be used until hands are visibly clean – hands should then be washed with soap and water at the next available opportunity. ”
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NOTES FOR EDITORS
1. This release is based on the findings from a RELU project ‘E coli O157 in rural communities’
1. Researchers used two case study rural areas - one with a high incidence of human O157 infection (the Grampian Region of NE Scotland) and the other with a relatively low incidence (North Wales) and a number of key groups such as farmers, contractors, slaughterhouses, butchers, caterers, and other rural stakeholders
1. RELU is an interdisciplinary collaboration between the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) and the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC), with additional funding provided by the Scottish Government and Defra. For more information see RELU 
1. For further information on E coli O157 and the symptoms of the disease see the Protection Agency website 
1. Research Councils UK (RCUK) is the strategic partnership of the UK's seven Research Councils. We invest annually around £3 billion in research. Our focus is on excellence with impact. We nurture the highest quality research, as judged by international peer review, providing the UK with a competitive advantage. Global research requires we that sustain a diversity of funding approaches, fostering international collaborations, and providing access to the best facilities and infrastructure, and locating skilled researchers in stimulating environments. Our research achieves impact - the demonstrable contribution to society and the economy made by knowledge and skilled people. To deliver impact, researchers and businesses need to engage and collaborate with the public, business, government and charitable organisations. www.rcuk.ac.uk
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You can now follow updates from the ESRC on Twitter (http://twitter.com/esrc), including new funding calls as they are posted, press releases, events and more .
To subscribe to the Economic and Social Research Council's press updates please send a blank email with the subject 'Subscribe' to pressoffice@esrc.ac.uk. If you no longer wish to subscribe to these updates please email with the subject 'Unsubscribe' to pressoffice@esrc.ac.uk.
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