Weil’ Disease


The most wide spread bacterial infection is leptospirosis, which affects both humans and animals. The infection, also known colloquially as ‘canicola fever’, ‘hemorrhagic jaundice’, ‘infectious jaundice’, ‘mud fever’, ‘spirochetal jaundice’, ‘swamp fever’, ‘swineherd’s disease’, ‘cavers flu’ or ‘sewermans flu’, results from exposure to the ‘leptospira interrogans’ bacterium. The rare acute form of human infection that can lead to death is known as ‘Weil’s disease, though this term is often (incorrectly) used to describe any case of infection.

Thos entering high-risk areas need to be aware of the infection and how to minimise exposure. The disease is spread by direct water or urine contact and is not normally transmitted from person to person. Most cases result from rats, though farm animals can also carry the infection and wild or domestic livestock can present a risk. 

Rat populations exist near water and the urine from a colony easily passes into the system. The bacterium can only survive for any length of time in fresh water. In saltwater the organism is killed within a few hours.

The bacterium is endemic to rat populations of numerous species across the world and it is a sensible policy to assume all rats, wherever they are found, harbour the infection unless proved otherwise.  

Sewers are obviously high-risk locations, but as can be tested by cavers and mine explorers who have contracted the infection, apparently clean water in other underground sites can be a source of exposure if the water originates from an infected source.

The bacteria enter the body through cuts to the skin, or via the nose, mouth or other mucus membranes. Exposure requires direct contact with the water or the animals’ urine, or the consumption of infected tissue. Those with cuts to the skin are most as risk. The only truly effective way to minimise the chances of infection is to avoid contact with infected water and thus avoid exposure to the bacterium.

If you are in a high-risk area, you should always attempt to minimise contact, as there are many hundreds of organisms that will remain and lurk in the water. Unless you are required to enter the water, you should stay away from it.

Those who enter the water, or come into contact with the water, i.e. tidying, removing, preparing, cleaning plant and equipment. You should aim to minimise immersion and cover any cuts with waterproof dressings. Wear oversuits / coveralls and gloves and do not minimise the head or swallow any of the water unless you are really forced to.

Whenever you emerge from the water, shower as soon as possible and wash all clothing and equipment in clean water. Where appropriate any contaminated clothing or personal protective equipment should be destroyed and should be considered to be “special waste” as required under the “Environmental Protection Act”.

Clothing that has been exposed to high-risk areas and that can survive the process, should be washed in disinfectant or a bleach solution. 

Some individuals rinse their mouths with antibacterial rinse, though this has not been proved to offer and significant benefit other than keeping teeth clean. It is understood that “doxycycline” can be taken weekly as a reasonably effective preventative measure.

