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The Mysterious Epidemiology of Cholera

Cholera is a strictly human disease, and there are no demonstrable animal reservoirs. The microbe’s natural reservoir appears to be the soil and water of two large Indian Rivers, the Ganges and the Brahmaputra. In these endemic areas, transmission of cholera is associated with pilgrimages to the river and religious practices involving mass bathing. Periodically during the past two centuries, this vibrio has migrated by means of waterways and human carriers to areas of Asia, Africa, Europe, the Middle East, and South America, and in the process it has caused at least seven pandemics.

A chain of epidemics struck several South and Central American countries from 1991 to the present. The origin of this latest outbreak is now thought to be a large oil tanker that emptied water into the ocean off the coast of Peru. Within a few months, nearly 700,000 people were stricken and thousands died. Many cases were traced to contaminated shellfish. By 1994, the epidemic had spread to Mexico and Argentina.

The pattern of cholera transmission and the onset of epidemics are greatly influenced by the season of the year and the climate. Cold, acidic, dry environments inhibit the migration and survival of Vibrio, whereas warm, monsoon, alkaline, and saline conditions favor them. The most persistent pandemic, which began in 1961 and continues until today, is due to a strain called the El Tor biotype. This strain survives longer in the environment, infects a higher number of people, and is more likely to be chronically carried than any other strain.
(refer to figure 21.14 in Foundations in Microbiology, 4e)

The WHO (World Health Organization) keeps this site up-to-date with status of current cholera outbreaks:

http://www.who.int/emc/diseases/cholera/
Cholera is not unknown in the United States. Dr. David Bishop of the University of Alabama wrote this account of a devastating epidemic that hit Birmingham in 1873.

http://www.dpo.uab.edu/~bishopdt/cholera.htm
