Preventing or controlling ill health from
animal contact
It should be assumed that animals at visitor attractions carry harmful micro-organisms such as Escherichia coli
O157 (commonly known as E coli O157 or VTEC) and Cryptosporidium parvum. Therefore, as with many other
activities, visits to such premises can never be considered free from all risk.

Background
All animals naturally carry a range of micro-organisms, some of which can be transmitted to humans, in whom
they may cause ill health, which in some cases may be severe or life threatening.
Much of this guidance refers specifically to the verocytotoxin-producing bacterium E coli O157 because it poses a
serious hazard to the health of people visiting such premises. E coli O157 can potentially cause serious illness,
especially in young children, in whom symptoms may include bloody diarrhoea and kidney failure.
Cattle and sheep are the main recognised carriers of E coli O157. The organism may occasionally be found in
other animals, especially among the mixed species often present at visitor attractions. These include goats, pigs,
chickens, horses, deer, llamas and alpacas. The organism is primarily transmitted through contact with their
faeces (dung).
Another harmful micro-organism is Cryptosporidium parvum. This is a microscopic parasite carried by calves,
lambs, deer and goats and can cause severe diarrhoea in young children and the elderly. It is capable of surviving
for a long time in the environment.
People can become infected with E coli O157 or Cryptosporidium parvum through consuming contaminated food
or drink, through direct contact with contaminated animals, or by contact with an environment contaminated with
animal faeces.
Very low numbers of micro-organisms can cause human infection and so it is important that those responsible for
the premises control the risks to visitors.
Controlling the risks from E coli O157 and Cryptosporidium parvum will also control the risks from most other
organisms that are transmissible to humans by the hand-to-mouth route. Precautions against other types of
zoonoses are covered by HSE Agriculture Information Sheet 2(rev2) Common zoonoses in agriculture.

Exposure to E coli O157
The organism can be spread to humans by hand-to-mouth contact, eg hands contaminated with E coli O157 from
faecal sources coming into contact with the mouth. Children, especially those under five years old, are particularly
at risk as they are most likely to put contaminated fingers or items in their mouths (including thumb sucking, nail
biting and dummies/toys). Only small numbers of the bacterium are required to cause illness, so just because
something (an animal or an object) is not visibly contaminated with faeces, this does not necessarily mean it is
free from risk.
People may become infected when they come into contact with animal faeces or saliva by:
touching or kissing animals in animal petting/handling areas or during bottle feeding;
feeding, stroking or touching animals through gates or pens;
touching gates, or animal pen divisions, or other structures contaminated with faeces;
picking up contaminated feed from the floor:
removing contaminated footwear or clothing;
eating, drinking and smoking with contaminated hands;
using contaminated play equipment; or
touching personal items taken on to the premises that have become contaminated, eg dropped toys or dummies
and pushchair wheels.

Additional advice
Further advice on E coli O157, including a video on hand washing, is available at:
www.hse.gov.uk/campaigns/farmsafe/ecoli.htm

