E. Coli: What is it and
Why is it Important?
If you enjoy including Romaine lettuce in your
salad, you’ve most likely noticed the empty spaces in the
grocery store produce aisle where Romaine used to be
found. Officials in several states are investigating a multistate outbreak of dangerous E. coli that has infected over
50 people from 16 different states.
What is E. Coli?
E. coli is a large group of bacteria that are found
throughout our environment as well as within our
own diges6ve system.E. coli was ﬁrst iden6ﬁed by
the German microbiologist and pediatrician
Theodor Escherich when he studied the role of
bacteria in the diges6ve tracts of infants in 1884.
Most strains of E. coli are harmless, but some types
can lead to diarrhea, urinary tract infec6ons,
respiratory illness, or pneumonia. The strain of E.
coli that is the most dangerous to humans is E. coli
O157:H7, known as a STEC or ˜Shiga toxinproducing” E. coli. STEC is most oNen found in the
diges6ve tracts of caOle, goats, sheep, deer, and
elk. STEC doesn’t make these animals sick, but it
can cause human illness. Some6mes other types of
animals, like pigs and birds, pick up STEC from the
environment and can spread it in their feces.
STEC can easily contaminate our food supply.
Vegetables like Romaine leOuce can be
contaminated via fer6lizer and water, or through
contact with livestock-associated birds. STEC can
also be transmiOed to humans via fecal
contamina6on of meat.
Why is STEC So Dangerous?
The Shiga toxin produced by STEC aOacks small
blood vessels inside our body, kills intes6nal cells,
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and causes bloody diarrhea and severe abdominal
pain. Some6mes people aﬀected by STEC believe
they have the ﬂu and don’t seek treatment.
STEC can some6mes lead to hemoly6c uremic
syndrome, a poten6ally-deadly condi6on that can
involve widespread blood clots and hemoly6c
anemia (abnormal breakdown of red blood cells),
thrombocytopenia (lack of blood platelets reduces
the blood’s ability to form clots), and renal failure.
What Ac7ons Should I Take Now?
The CDC recommends throwing out all uneaten
Romaine leOuce, both whole heads of Romaine as
well as bagged, chopped Romaine and salad mixes
that contain Romaine leOuce unless you know for
sure that it was not grown in Yuma. Since packaging
labels typically don’t iden6fy growing regions, if
you’re unsure, it’s safest to throw out the leOuce.
Restaurants and retailers should not sell or serve
Romaine leOuce in any form unless they know for
certain that it was not grown in Yuma.
If you have diarrhea that lasts for more than 3 days,
or have diarrhea with high fever and bloody stools,
or are vomi6ng and can’t keep down liquids, it’s
important to contact your healthcare provider. Very
young children, the elderly, and anyone with a
chronic health condi6on should be especially
vigilant.
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