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To the Editor: The article by Probert et al. (1) high-
lighted that wild animals (in this case, deer) can act as a res-
ervoir of Shiga toxin–producing Escherichia coli (STEC) 
O157 infection. Our previous research (2) broadens this to 
include wild animals as STEC O157 carriers. In our study, 
an outbreak of STEC O157 infection in eastern England 
was epidemiologically linked to visiting a wildlife park. 
Unlike in petting zoos, the visitors had no direct contact 
with the animals. Transmission of infection was attribut-
ed to contact with the feces of wild rabbits (Oryctolagus 
cuniculus) in a play area; the rabbits had been in contact 
with STEC O157–positive cattle in an adjacent field (3). To 
prove this hypothesis, we identified rabbit populations liv-
ing on farms with STEC O157–positive cattle. We trapped 
the rabbits humanely in cages, collected their feces dur-
ing their confinement before release, and tested the feces 
for STEC O157 by culture and PCR. Of 97 samples col-
lected in the summer, 8 (8.2%) were positive by culture; 
these samples came from 4 of 6 farms in the study. By PCR 
analysis, 20 of 97 (20.6%) samples were positive. None 
was positive during the winter, when cattle were housed in-
doors, suggesting a link between STEC O157 positivity in 
cattle and rabbits. In conclusion, when outbreaks of this se-
rious human infection are linked to the rural environment, 
it is necessary to take wildlife into consideration, both as a 
reservoir of transmission and as carriers. Equally, persons 
should not underestimate the necessity of good hand hy-
giene if they have contact with wild animal feces.
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LETTER

The work of art shown here depicts the interrelation-
ship of human, animal, and environmental health.

Stained-glass windows have been appreciated for 
their utility and splendor for more than 1,000 years, 
and this engaging work of art by stained glass art-
ist Jenny Hammond reminds us that influenza A  
viruses—which can be easily spread between ani-
mals and human, use various host species, and exist 
in many different environments—remain an enduring 
and global health concern.
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