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Diphtheria
Fact Sheet 

What is diphtheria?
A disease caused by certain types of Corynebacterium diphtheriae bacteria that make toxins.  
How is diphtheria spread?

It is spread from person to person by droplets from the nose or throat. It can also be spread by close physical contact with someone with the disease. Sometimes handling objects soiled with the bacteria can spread the disease. Skin sores caused by diphtheria are important in the spread of disease. 
What are the signs and symptoms of diphtheria?

This disease causes a sore throat with fever and a sticky white or gray membrane on the tonsils, throat, or nose. Severe disease can cause the neck to swell. It can also cause infected skin sores. 
How will I know if I have a diphtheria infection? 

The bacteria can be found in lab samples from the nose, throat, tonsil membrane, or skin sores. 
How is diphtheria treated? 

Patients with disease of the nose or throat must be treated with antitoxin in a hospital. The federal CDC keeps this medicine at special sites around the country. If given in time, it can prevent serious disease. Antibiotics are used to kill the bacteria and reduce its spread.
How can I prevent diphtheria?
· Vaccination is the best way to prevent this disease. Several types of childhood and adult vaccines are available.
· Travelers to countries where the disease is common should be up-to-date on vaccinations.
· Wash your hands with soap and water after contact with skin sores caused by diphtheria. 

· Hospital staff must wear a mask to care for patients with diphtheria of the nose or throat. Anyone taking care of a person with skin sores must wear gloves and a cover gown. 
· Wear gloves to handle all objects soiled by droplets from the nose, throat, or skin fluids of a patient with diphtheria. Wear a gown to protect personal clothing.  
What about work and daycare?
· Persons with diphtheria should be kept in a hospital until their treatment is finished.

· Persons with diphtheria should avoid close contact with others until treatment is finished and lab tests show that the bacteria have been killed. 
How common is diphtheria? 

Disease of the nose or throat has become rare in the United States (0-5 cases per year.) It is not common in countries that routinely use DPT (diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis vaccine). Some cases have been seen in the U.S. and in outbreaks in Russia and the New Independent States of the former Soviet Union.  The last case in the U.S. was found in a traveler returning from Haiti in 2003. 
Where can I get more information?

For more information contact your healthcare provider or local health center.  You can also contact the Maine Center for Disease Control and Prevention by calling 1-800-821-5821. The federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention website - http://www.cdc.gov – is another excellent source of health information.   
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