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What is bioterrorism?

Bioterrorism is the intentional use of bacteria, viruses, or natural toxins 
(poisons) as weapons to kill, injure or produce disease in humans, 
animals or plants. Terrorists may use such an attack to create fear, 
disrupt the economy, or to get a response from the government.
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What is botulism?
Botulism is a rare but serious disease caused by a toxin produced by bacteria. It is the 
same bacteria that cause food poisoning. Botulism can cause your muscles to become 
paralyzed and in some cases it can cause death.

Types of botulism
Foodborne botulism comes from eating food that contains botulism toxin. It can cause 
illness within hours or days. People of all ages can get botulism. Foodborne botulism is 
a public health emergency because many people can become sick at one time. 

Infant botulism occurs in babies who eat something that has botulism bacteria. The 
bacteria produce botulism toxin once inside the baby’s intestines.

Wound botulism occurs when wounds are infected with botulism bacteria. The bacteria 
produce the botulism toxin, which can cause illness. Injecting certain illegal drugs can 
also cause wound botulism.

Is botulism contagious?
•	 Botulism is not spread from one person to another.

•	 Botulism toxin can be used as a weapon by terrorists.

DHEC and other public health agencies consider botulism to be a high-priority agent 
that could pose a serious risk to our health and national security. It can be easily 
produced, cause serious illness and death, and require a special response by public 
health organizations. 

How botulism can be used for terrorism
Terrorists can use botulism toxin as a weapon to strike many people at one time.  
Botulism toxin can be spread to people in three ways:

•	 It can be released into the air.  

•	 It can be added to food.

•	 It can be added to a source of water.
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Symptoms of botulism 
•	 Double vision

•	 Blurred vision

•	 Drooping eyelids

•	 Slurred speech

•	 Difficulty swallowing

•	 Muscle weakness starting with the shoulders and moving down the body

Symptoms of botulism in infants 
(12 months old or younger)

•	 Will not eat

•	 Constipation

•	 Weak cry

•	 Poor muscle tone

Depending on how you are exposed to botulism and the amount taken into the body, 
symptoms may begin as early as a few hours to as late as several days after contact 
with botulism. 

If botulism is not treated, the symptoms may get worse. The arms, legs, body and lungs 
might be paralyzed. If the lungs become paralyzed, you could stop breathing and die.

Treatment
Doctors can prescribe medicines for adults and infants that will help stop botulism 
sickness.

In the worst cases, botulism can paralyze the lungs. You would need a breathing 
machine to survive. After several weeks of medical care, the paralysis usually goes 
away. 

If you get botulism from an infected wound, a doctor might have to perform surgery. 

Patients who survive botulism poisoning might have lifelong problems. Long-term 
medical care may be needed.
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How to protect yourself and others

Home-canned foods are the most common cause of botulism in the continental United 
States. If you are concerned you might be infected with botulism, you should call 
your doctor immediately. In turn, your doctor will contact DHEC. If there is a botulism 
outbreak in your community, DHEC and other agencies will provide additional 
protective information through local radio and TV stations.

Foodborne botulism
•	 �All home-canned foods should be prepared following the USDA’s safe canning 

practices. http://www.uga.edu/nchfp/publications/publications_usda.html.

Infant botulism
Infants younger than 12 months old should not be fed honey. Honey has been identified 
as a source of botulism in infants.

Wound botulism
•	 See a doctor immediately if you have an infected wound.

•	 Don’t inject illegal drugs.

What’s being done to protect you
•	 �The South Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Control (DHEC) 

and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) keep constant watch 
for cases of botulism. Hospitals and doctors are required by law to report 
every case of botulism to the local health department immediately. If there 
is a possible botulism outbreak, DHEC and the CDC will investigate its cause to 
help prevent others from getting the disease.

•	  Local and federal law enforcement guard community water sources.

•	 �Your doctor can talk to experts at DHEC and the CDC about botulism 24 hours 
a day, seven days a week. 

•	 �The CDC has medicine to treat botulism. If you need the medicine, it will be 
made available to you quickly.
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If there is a terrorist event using botulism, local and state law enforcement and health 
agencies will provide additional instructions for protecting yourself.

Numbers to know
For all emergencies: 9-1-1
SC DHEC (during business hours): (803) 898-3432
CDC: (800) 232-4636
Palmetto Poison Center: (800) 222-1222

For more information
SC DHEC
www.scdhec.gov
www.scdhec.gov/tat    (Tactics Against Terrorism)
www.scdhec.gov/health/disease/han/botulism.htm

CDC 
www.bt.cdc.gov

USDA
www.fsis.usda.gov
http://nchfp.uga.edu/publications/publications_usda.html

The phone numbers for reporting cases or possible cases of bioterrorism to your local 
health department and the DHEC Division of Acute Disease Epidemiology are available at: 
www.scdhec.gov/administration/library/CR-009025.pdf

This publication provides health information for your general knowledge. Talk to your doctor  
about your concerns about any medical condition. DHEC does not recommend you diagnose or treat 
yourself for a serious illness.
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