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Norovirus transmission and prevention

The virus. Norovirus infections are caused by a diverse group of viruses previously called “Norwalk-like” viruses. They are
recognized as one of the leading causes of non-bacterial gastroenteritis outbreaks in adults and children. Outbreaks in institutional
settings and group events can result in large numbers of cases, and persist for several weeks. In MT, norovirus gastroenteritis
outbreaks are most common during the winter months; however, sporadic illness occurs year round (Figure).

Transmission. Fecal-oral spread through droplets, fomites, person-to-person contact, and environmental contamination is the
primary mode of transmission, but infectious vomitus can also play a role. Outbreaks of norovirus are often associated with
contaminated food or water. Initial foodborne transmission may be followed by secondary person-to-person transmission in the
community, within an institution, and to household contacts of ill staff members from an institution. An infectious dose can be as
few as 10 viral particles. Viral shedding preceding onset of illness can occur in 30% of those infected. And, norovirus can withstand
wide temperature ranges (0° C — 60° C). Immunity to norovirus is likely strain (genotype) specific and may only last for a few
months. Therefore, repeat infections can occur in the same person over time. Noroviruses are generally transmissible from the time
symptoms begin until up to several days after symptoms end.

Prevention. Prevention and control of norovirus infections are extremely challenging due to rapid person-to-person transmission
through direct contact and from contaminated environmental surfaces. Strict hand washing, using contact precautions, and cleaning
and disinfecting surfaces are key steps in interrupting norovirus transmission in healthcare and group settings where secondary
clusters are common. Hard non-porous surfaces such as door handles and bathroom fixtures can be disinfected using a 1:10 or 1:50
concentration of bleach solution depending upon the quantity of organic material present. Most importantly, to prevent transmission
in group settings, persons ill with symptoms of diarrhea and vomiting should consider staying home from work and other activities
until 48— 72 hours after symptoms cease.

For more information visit : http://www.dphhs.mt.gov/PHSD/epidemiology/cdepi-norovirus.shtml.
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