Norovirus hits Florida, region hard

'Stomach flu' outbreaks on rise

1:10 A.M. — Sicknesses common to nursing homes and cruigs gimped 50 percent this year throughout Florida,

public health officials say, including more thadazen outbreaks in Lee and Collier counties.

Since December, Lee County has seen five outhi@aksrovirus, which is nonfatal but can cause naws® diarrhea,

said Dr. Robert South, epidemiologist with the dgutealth Department.
This time last year, three outbreaks had been teghar Lee.

The 100 or so individual cases here were founchatpublic school and four nursing homes, the hetffartment

said.

Norovirus is commonly spread in the winter months, public health officials are not sure why thé&ays numbers

increased so dramatically.
It is most likely just a random occurrence, Soutll s
"There's no particular reason," he said. "It's gustriation of the cycle."

Collier County has had up to 90 cases this yehin aine nursing homes, said Deb Millsap, HealgpBrtment

spokeswoman.
So far, the state Health Department has trackealfidreaks statewide, compared with 47 this timeylear.
An outbreak is defined as two or more cases asdh@e location and at the same time.

In the case of nursing homes, health departmeatsmmended a temporary hold on new admittances.eThes

quarantines are lifted more than 48 hours aftetastecase is confirmed.

The last Collier facility closed to new admittaneess declared norovirus-free Wednesday. A remaibegnursing

home is expected to be cleared this week.

Neither the state nor county health departmentddridentify the specific nursing homes or schoding medical

privacy rules.

Norovirus, which is found in feces and vomit, iaddy spread by physical contact with contamindtexti, objects or

people.



It is often known as the "stomach flu" (althougksihot influenza-related), food poisoning or gastiteritis.

Symptoms can include a long list of ailments: naysérrhea, vomiting, stomach cramping, feverlghieadache

and overall weakness.
They often come quickly after contamination anddgfly last up to two days.

Although generally not life-threatening, it can saimes cause dehydration that requires medicaitaite especially

for the very young and the very old.

"We encourage the public to practice good hygiba¢ includes washing hands frequently and keepakges home,"

said Susan Smith, spokeswoman for the Florida Deeat of Health. "This will help slow the spreadtioé virus."



