Which microbes make you ill?

In the bacteria group, the following are examples of bacteria that can cause illness

Streptococcus – can cause sore throats but only about 5-10% of sore throats are caused by bacteria, the rest are due to viruses. If your sore throat is caused by a bacterium, your doctor may prescribe antibiotics to kill the bacteria and make you better.  However antibiotics do not work on viruses.
E. coli, Salmonella, Listeria – these bacteria can all contaminate food and can cause tummy bugs, with vomiting and diarrhoea.  
Yersinia pestis – this is the bacterium that caused the Black Death during the Middle Ages. It was called the Black Death because as people died their faces turned black. It was carried by fleas that lived on rats and mice, and spread quickly from town to town causing millions of deaths. 
Most illnesses caused by bacteria can be treated by antibiotics, and if your doctor prescribes antibiotics it is very important to finish the whole treatment. Bacteria are very clever and they are developing ways to become resistant to antibiotics all the time, so scientists are always trying to discover new antibiotics.
For more information on some of these bad bacteria please see the Microbe Magic website at the following links: 

http://microbemagic.ucc.ie/about_microbes/more_info/bad_bacteria.html
http://microbemagic.ucc.ie/about_microbes/more_info/ugly_bacteria.html 
The word virus comes from the Latin word for poison. Most viruses are harmful, as they have evolved to infect animal hosts (including humans) in order to make thousands of copies of themselves. Then these new viruses can infect others, and so the cycle continues. Antibiotics do NOT work against viruses. One of the most effective ways to protect against viruses is immunization – this is an injection of a very small, amount of the dead virus. This mild exposure helps your immune system recognise and attack the virus efficiently and generate antibodies. If you are exposed to the full-blown disease later in life, you will either not become infected or have a much less serious infection. 
Herpes simplex virus type 1 – this virus infects the nerve cells, usually around the mouth, and causes cold sores. It is transmitted through saliva, so you should avoid kissing someone who is infected.  By adulthood, 90% of people have herpes simplex antibodies, indicating that they have come in contact with the virus at some stage.
Influenza virus causes the ‘flu. In humans, common symptoms of the disease are the chills, fever, sore throat, muscle pains, severe headache, coughing, weakness and general discomfort. The influenza virus can change (or mutate) quickly to create new versions, so it is difficult to develop vaccines against it, as there is a new strain of the virus each year. There have been a few particularly nasty ‘flu pandemics (which means it spread around the world) – in 1918-1919 there was the Spanish ‘flu, that is thought to have killed almost 100 million people (about 5% of the world’s population at the time).
Varicella zoster is the name of the virus that causes chicken pox. It causes spots on the body (called pox) which are very itchy. When you scratch the spots you usually pick up viruses on your finger tips and can spread them to other parts of your body or other people.  So make sure you wash your hands frequently. People with chicken pox are infectious until the spots harden and have scabs on them.
For more information on viruses that can make you sick see http://microbemagic.ucc.ie/about_microbes/more_info/bad_viruses.html 
The fungi you can sometimes find on your body don’t always make you sick, they are usually just annoying.  Fungal infections are usually found on your skin, nails, hair, but some fungal infections can get to your internal organs, like your lungs and nervous system, which is much more serious.

Athlete’s foot is called by a type of fungus called dermatophyte. It is an itchy rash is found between your toes, and is thought to be present in up to 15% of the population in the US, particularly men. It is not a serious infection, but can be very annoying. 

Ringworm which is a scaly patch that can be found on your skin.  It is only mildly contagious and can be caught from infected cats and dogs, as well as other humans. So examine your pets if someone in your family develops ringworm.

Candida is a type of yeast, which can cause thrush. It is is found in the gut of most healthy people and does not normally cause a problem.  If the person has a damaged immune system, it can make them very ill and cause a lot of problems to health.  

There are many different types of parasite, which can cause illness.  A parasite lives on or inside its host organism and takes all of its food from its host, usually causing harm.
Giardia is a human parasite that is found in soil, food, water, or surfaces that have been contaminated with the feaces from infected humans or animals, but is rare in Ireland. Once it infects a human, it lives in the intestine and is passed in the faeces (poo). Often people in the developing world contract giardia from contaminated drinking water.
Malaria is caused by a parasite called plasmodium, which is transmitted to humans through mosquito bites. The parasite multiplies in the liver and then infects the red blood cells. As the mosquito doesn’t live in Ireland, it is not possible to catch malaria here. 

Some of the more common parasitic infections in Ireland are -
Thread worms - these are very common and cause no serious illness. They tend to crawl out of the anus at night to lay their eggs before they die. This usually causes itching, which is wonderful for the worm because the child scratches, gets the eggs stuck on the fingers and promptly re-infects itself next time the fingers goes into his mouth, or even better for the worm, somebody else's mouth! The adult worm lives about 6 weeks. Threadworms can be picked up from house pets, so it is important to ensure that pets are wormed frequently.

Head lice - Lice aren't dangerous, but they are contagious and annoying. Their bites may cause your head to become itchy and persistent scratching may lead to skin irritation and even infection. They are most common in children under 12, but anyone can get lice and this is not a sign of uncleanliness. The lice lay eggs on the hairs, close to the head, where the eggs can stay warm. The eggs hatch in about 7 days, mature for another 7 days and then lay more eggs.
The best way to prevent the spread of microbes that can make us ill is to -
1) wash your hands regularly, but particularly before you prepare food or before you eat, after you have been to the toilet, when you come in from playing, or if you have been touching animals.

2) If you have an illness, cover your mouth when you cough or sneeze (ideally with a tissue), to prevent the virus spreading in the air to other people.
3) Store and cook food properly – food that can perish should be stored in the fridge.  Make sure that food is cooked properly, especially meat and chicken, as this kills bacteria that may have contaminated the foods.

If you do become ill, try to get plenty of rest in order to conserve your energy and drink plenty of fluids in order to keep your body hydrated.

