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EXPLAINED: WHAT IS SHIGELLA INFECTION?
Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues
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(Subscribe to Science For All, our weekly newsletter, where we aim to take the jargon out of
science and put the fun in. Click here.)

Last week, an 11-year-old boy died in Kozhikode, Kerala due to a Shigella infection. The State
Health Department said that six people had been confirmed as havinh the infection and over 30
people had been treated as suspected cases. The Department of Community Medicine,
Government Medical College Hospital, Kozhikode, has begun an investigation into the outbreak.

Shigella is a genus of bacteria that causes an infection called shigellosis. It is the second leading
cause of bacterial diarrhea worldwide and the third leading cause of death in children less than 5
years old.

Dr. Balaji Veeraraghavan, Principal investigator at the ICMR surveillance centre for Shigella and
Professor with the Department of Clinical Microbiology, Christian Medical College, Vellore
explained the infection in an email interview with The Hindu.

The annual number of shigellosis episodes throughout the world is estimated to be 164.7 million.
About 69% of all episodes and 61% of all deaths are attributable to shigellosis involving children
less than 5 years of age.

A multicentric study from six Asian countries(Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Maldives, Nepal, Bhutan,
and Myanma) estimated Shigella as the causative agent in 5% of the diarrhoeal cases. Among
children less than 5 years of age, the incidence was 13 new cases per 1,000 children per year.

Reports of shigellosis from various parts of India have shown an overall isolation rate varying
from 3-6% of all stool samples with diarrhea.

As per reports, an estimated annual mortality of 35,000–40,000 is noted globally in both under-
five and older-than-five age groups. The availability of age-specific estimates of case fatality due
to shigellosis is limited.

Shigella is generally transmitted through contaminated food or water, or through person-to-
person contact.

Shigellosis is primarily a disease of poor and crowded communities that do not have adequate
sanitation or safe water.

Handwashing is said to reduce shigella transmission by 70%.

Recommended public health control measures are exclusion of ill people with shigellosis from
work, food preparation, and childcare.

The incubation period of shigellosis is typically 1–4 days, but up to 8 days with Shigella
dysenteriae type 1.

Asymptomatic infection can occur, particularly in previously infected individuals. Otherwise, most
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illnesses in healthy individuals are mild and symptoms subside in a few days.

In other people, there is progression (within hours to days) to frank dysentery with frequent small
stools containing blood and mucus, accompanied by lower abdominal cramps. Patients with
severe infection might pass more than 20 dysenteric stools in one day.

The severity of the disease varies by the infecting species:

The cornerstone of shigella treatment is the maintenance of hydration and electrolyte balance.

In young children, oral rehydration with a reduced osmolarity solution is indicated to treat the
WHO-defined category of some dehydration and is preferable to intravenous fluids unless
severe dehydration is present.

Although shigellosis is primarily self-limiting, antibiotics are recommended for reducing illness
duration and for preventing transmission.

The current drugs of choice are third-generation cephalosporins (ceftriaxone or cefixime) and
macrolides (azithromycin).

Currently, there are no vaccines available for shigellosis due to their large dependence on the
prevailing species and serotypes, as only serotype specific immunity has been demonstrated in
humans.

Due to the increasing rate of multidrug resistance, in particular resistance to fluoroquinolone in
Asian and African regions, this has been classified as a medium priority for research and
development of new and effective antibiotic treatments by the WHO Priority Pathogens List of
antibiotic-resistant bacteria.
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Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
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difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath
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For this pandemic period, the company’s pricing approach is based on the principle of ensuring
broad access and supplies to the governments, a Pfizer spokesperson said in a statement.
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