Giardiasis Fact Sheet

What is giardiasis?

Giardiasis (GEE-are-DYE-uh-sis) is a diarrheal illness caused by a microscopic parasite, Giardia intestinalis (also known as Giardia lamblia or Giardia duodenalis). When a person or animal (e.g., cats, dogs, cattle, deer, or beavers) is infected, the parasite lives in the intestine and is passed in feces. Because the parasite is protected by an outer shell, it can survive outside the body and in the environment for long periods of time (i.e., months).

How do you get giardiasis and how is it spread?

The giardia parasite lives in the intestine of infected humans or animals and millions of germs can be released in a bowel movement. Giardia is then found on surfaces or in soil, food, or water that has been contaminated with the feces from infected humans or animals. You can become infected after accidentally swallowing the parasite that contaminates the food or water or is on the surfaces.
Who is most likely to get giardiasis?

Anyone can get giardiasis. Persons more likely to become infected include:
· Children in child care settings.
· Close contacts (such as those in the same household or child care setting) or caregivers of those infected with giardia. 
· People who drink water or use ice made from contaminated sources (e.g., lakes, streams, shallow or poorly maintained wells). 

· Backpackers, hikers, and campers who drink untreated or insufficiently treated water or who do not practice good hygiene (e.g., proper hand washing). 

· People who swallow contaminated water while swimming, especially in lakes, rivers, springs, ponds, and streams. Several community-wide outbreaks of giardiasis have been linked to contaminated recreational or drinking water.
· International travelers. 
· People exposed to human feces through sexual contact.

What are the symptoms of giardiasis?

Giardia infection can cause a variety of signs or symptoms, which include: diarrhea, gas or flatulence, greasy stools that tend to float, stomach or abdominal cramps and upset stomach or nausea. These symptoms may lead to weight loss and dehydration. In otherwise healthy individuals, symptoms may appear 7-10 days after exposure and last 2 to 6 weeks. Some people with giardia infection have no symptoms at all.  

How is a giardia infection diagnosed?

Your health care provider will likely ask you to submit stool samples to check for the parasite. Because giardia can be difficult to diagnose, your provider might ask you to submit multiple specimens collected over a period of days.
What is the treatment for giardiasis?

Several prescription drugs are available to treat giardia infection. Although giardia can infect all people, young children and pregnant women might be more susceptible to dehydration resulting from diarrhea and should, therefore, drink plenty of fluids while ill. Rapid loss of fluids from diarrhea can be especially life threatening to infants. Therefore, parents should talk to their health care providers about fluid replacement therapy options for infants.

How can I prevent spreading giardia to others?

· Wash your hands with soap and water after using the toilet and before handling food. 

· Do not swim in recreational water (pools, hot tubs, lakes, rivers, the ocean, etc.) while you have diarrhea and for 2 weeks after your diarrhea stops. 

· Avoid fecal exposure during sexual activity. This is especially important while experiencing diarrhea caused by giardiasis. 

· Use a barrier during oral-anal sex. 

If your child is diagnosed with giardiasis, follow these guidelines to help your child avoid spreading giardia infection to others:

· Wash your hands and your child’s hands after changing the child’s diapers or assisting your child with toileting. 

· Do not allow your child to swim while he or she has diarrhea and for 2 weeks after your child’s diarrhea stops. 

· If your child receives child care with other children, keep your child out of group child care until diarrhea symptoms have resolved for 24 hours. 

Are there restrictions for those with giardiasis?

Yes. Because giardiasis is a disease that can spread to other people, health care providers are required by law to report cases to the health department.  In order to protect the public, workers at food-related businesses who have diarrhea must not work with food until they don’t have diarrhea for 24 hours.  Children with diarrhea may not attend daycare until diarrheal symptoms have resolved for 24 hours.
Where can I get more information?

www.cdc.gov/health/default.htm
This fact sheet is for information only and is not intended for self-diagnosis or as a substitute for consultation. If you have any questions about the disease described above or think that you may have an infection, consult with your healthcare provider. 
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