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Tetanus 
Fact Sheet 

What is tetanus?
Tetanus, commonly called lockjaw, is a disease of the nervous system caused by Clostridium tetani bacteria. Spores are hardy forms of the bacteria that can survive in the environment in an inactive state for a long time.
How do you get tetanus?

Tetanus can enter the body through a break in the skin. Once the spores enter the body, they produce a powerful nerve poison that spreads throughout the body and causes painful symptoms. Unvaccinated mothers and unhygienic cutting of the umbilical cord are risk factors for tetanus in newborns.
Where is the tetanus bacteria found?

Tetanus is found in soil and in the intestinal tracts and feces of animals and humans. The spores can also be found on skin surfaces and in contaminated heroin.
What are the signs and symptoms of tetanus?

A common first sign of tetanus is cramping of the jaw muscles (lockjaw), followed by stiffness in the neck, difficulty swallowing, rigidity of abdominal muscles, spasms, sweating, and fever.
How soon after infection do symptoms occur?

The time between contamination of the wound and the first symptoms is usually eight days, but may range from three days to three weeks. 

What are the complications associated with tetanus?

Complications include spasm of the vocal cords and/or spasms of the respiratory muscles which can interfere with breathing. Other complications include fractures of the spine or long bones from stiff muscles, elevated blood pressure, generalized infection, clotting of the blood vessels of the lungs, and pneumonia. Death occurs in about 11 percent of cases, especially in persons 60 years of age or older and unvaccinated individuals.
How will I know if I have a tetanus infection? 

There are no laboratory tests to diagnose tetanus. The diagnosis is based entirely on clinical symptoms.
How is tetanus treated?
Tetanus antitoxin is recommended for persons with tetanus. A single injection is generally recommended for children and adults.  

How can I prevent tetanus?
· Immunization is the best way to prevent tetanus. A series of five injections containing tetanus toxoid is usually given to children starting at two months of age in the DTaP (diphtheria, tetanus, acellular pertussis) vaccine. A booster dose is required every ten years after completion of the DTaP series with either Td (tetanus/diphtheria) or Tdap (tetanus/diphtheria/acellular pertussis).
· Tetanus disease does not cause immunity. Persons recovering from tetanus should begin or complete the vaccination series.

· All wounds should be thoroughly cleansed with soap and water and medical attention should be sought if indicated.
How common is tetanus? 

Morbidity and mortality due to tetanus have declined steadily in the United States since the 1940s when reporting of tetanus cases began. Recently there has been an annual average of approximately 30 cases of tetanus nationwide. Almost all cases of tetanus are in persons who have either never been vaccinated, or who completed a primary series but have not had a booster in the preceding 10 years. 
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 at www.mainepublichealth.gov or 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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