
CHOLERA 
What’s Cholera ? 

 

Cholera is an infectious caused by a bacterium that affect the absorption of water in the small inte-

stine. In severe cases it produces violent diarrhoea within only e few days.  

The dangerous aspect of Cholera is the vast loss of fluid that can occur in a short space of time. It is 

particularly dangerous in children in developing countries. 

If untreated, the loss of fluid can be fatal within 24 hours of developing the dosease. On the other 

hand, treatment is simple: replace the fluid with the right mix of sugar and salts, water alone is not 

adequately absorbed. However, bad cases do require admission to hospital where fluids can be ad-

ministered straight into the bloodstream via a drip. 

Cholera is not really a tropical disease, but is related to standards of hygiene and the quality of drin-

king water. Improved sanitation and hygiene are still the basic foundation of the fight against Chole-

ra in those countries where it occurs. 

 

What causes Cholera? 

Cholera is caused by a specific bacterium called Vibrio Cholerae.  

When an adequate quantity of the bacteria has passed into the stomach in food 

they accumulate and begin to produce poisonous substances.  

It is the toxin that causes the symptoms of the disease. The Cholera toxin has the 

unpleasant ability to affect the cells of the gastrointestinal tract so that the affected 

person doesn't just ger ordinary diarrhoea, but also starts to lose very large quanti-

ties of fluid. It is this fluid loss that can be very serious. 

How is Cholera transmitted? 

 

Bacteria are excreted in faeces and if this comes into contact with drinking water, the 

bacteria can infect people.  

Bacteria can also spread to food if peolpe don't wash their hands thoroughly after using 

the toilet. The food prepared at the funeral of a Cholera victim is a common source of 

secondary spread in Africa. The disease can be spread through fish and shellfish from 

contaminated water. Direct infection by contact with another person via their faeces or 

vomit may occur, but is unusual. A certain amount of bacteria is needed before people 

with normal quantities of stomach acid become ill. So the bacteria need an opportunity 

to multiply in water or food before it actually constitutes a risk. 

Where does Cholera occur? 

 

Cholera is very common in Asia and Africa, where epidemics occur at regular intervals. Densely populated, 

poor areas with little sanitation and unsatisfactory food hygiene are particularly affected by epidemics. 

 

What are the symptoms of the disease? 

 

The incubation period, from infection until the disease breaks out, is generally  

less than 2 days, although it can be as long as 5 days. The infection is often a  

mild illness with ordinary diarrhoea, and it can even evolve without any  

symptoms at all. But the individual is still able to pass on the disease. 

Tipically, Cholera begins over a quite short period of time with stomach pains  

without feeling sick. There may also be a mild fever. Then vomiting and diarrhoea begins, amd may conti-

nue for several hours. This is followed by very copious, watery diarrhoera, wich is pale and flaky and looks 

like rice water. The fluid loss may be as high as 1 litre every hour. 

 

Danger signals 

 

If the fluid loss is not replaced and exceeds 5-10 litres, it can be fatal. Extensive dehydration can produce 

floppy skin, muscle cramps and a hoarce voice. There is also an effect on the level of consciousness and 

this may manifest itself as lethargy and confusion. The electrolyte balance may also be disturbed and in 

children particularly this can cause convulsions or cardiac arrest. 
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Prospects: 

 

Mild cases of Cholera usually recover on their town. Classic Cholera has a high mortality rate if it is 

not treated. In developing countries, mortality among those admitted to hospital without treatment is 

60%. If the illness is treated quickly and properly, the mortality rate is below 1% and the patient re-

covers completely. 

 

How can you avoid infection? 

 

� Only drink boiled water or water that has been sterilised or treated in another way.  

� Hot coffee and tea, fizzy water and other uncontaminated bottle drinks are usually  

� safe enough to drink. 

� Boil unpasteurised milk before you drink it. 

� Avoid ice cubes in drinks, unless you can be sure they were made from safe water, 

�  ice cream from doubtful sources may also be contaminated. 

� Food must be properly prepared and still hot when it is served. If it is allowed to stand at room 

temperature for several hours other bacteria such as Escherichia Coli may develop. 

� Avoid raw fish and shellfish. 

� Avoid raw fruit and vegetables, unless you peel it yourself. 

� Be careful eating food from street stalls. If you have to eat this type of food think carefully a-

bout its preparation. Make sure it doesn't contain anything that hasn't been properly prepared. 

� This advice will proctect you, not just against cholera, but also against a whole range of bacteria 

that can cause unpleasant diarrhoea. Some bacteria, however, produce toxins that are destro-

yed by boiling. This is why correct food storage is also important.  

Vaccination against Cholera is now possible with the oral vaccine. However, this vaccine does not pro-

vide 100%  proctetion against the disease and people  who  have had the vaccine will still need to fol-

low the measures outlined above to avoid illness. This vaccine is most likely to be 

 suitable for backpackers and those travelling to situations where the risk  

of Cholera is greatest. 

If you think you have caught Cholera on trip ? 

 

If you think you have caught Cholera you should see a doctor immediately. But do not despair if you 

are miles away from a hospital or doctor. The most importan thing you can do yourself in any case 

of violent diarrhoea is to consume large quantities of fluid with salt and sugar (alternatives include 

flat cola drinks), even if you are vomiting in between. There are powders with salt, bicarbonate and 

sugar in the correct ratio mixture that can be dissolved in water and taken. 

You can also produce this fluid yourself from the following ingredients. 

The liquid should be about as salty as tears. 

-1 litre of boiled water. 

-8 level or 4 heaped teaspoons of sugar.                                                 

-1/2 teaspoon of salt. 

-The juice of a lemon or orange. 

 

 

How is the disease diagnosed? 

 

Many diseases cause diarrhoea, but if it is violent with watery stools, the doctor will treat you imme-

diately. To make a definite diagnosis, the stools have to be examined to detect the Cholera bacteria. 

 

How is Cholera treated? 

 

Severe cases of the disease must be treated in hospital. The first and most vital measure is to repla-

ce the fluid lost. If speed is important, fluid may be administered directly into the bloodstream by a 

drip. During epidemics, 90% of those who get ill would be okay if they drank large amounts of wa-

ter. 

The course of the disease can be shortened and the excretion of bacteria stopped quicker by giving 

antibiotics, such as Doxycycline.   


