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                  Environmental Hazards 
 

Activities in the outdoors can increase the risk of exposure to some rather nasty diseases. Most of these 
are quite rare but the more you know the easier you can avoid them. 
 
E.coli 
E. coli are common bacteria found in animals and humans, in sewage, in animal dung contaminated ground and 
in water. Usually the symptoms of an E.coli infection are an upset tummy, but some strains such as E.coli 0157 
are much more dangerous and can even cause death in children and more vulnerable adults. Symptoms are 
gastro enteritis, stomach cramps and diarrhoea often containing blood.  
 
Avoid infection by boiling raw water, washing hands properly with hot soapy water, washing contaminated 
clothing and keeping away from animal waste. More information available at 
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/Escherichia-Coli-O157/Pages/Introduction.aspx. 
 
Bird Flu Virus 
Bird flu virus can be passed from birds to humans, but is not known to have done so in the UK. Birds and bird 
carcasses, especially wildfowl, ducks, geese and swans, may carry bird flu virus. 
 
Do not touch sick or dead birds. Inform DEFRA if large numbers of dead wildfowl are discovered. More 
information available at http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Avian-flu/Pages/Introduction.aspx.  
 
Giardia  
Giardia are protozoa that live in human sewage-contaminated fresh water. Giardiasis is an infection of the 
small intestine. Symptoms develop a week two weeks after infection including, abdominal pain, diarrhoea, 
bloating, headache, nausea and vomiting. 
 
Together with Liver Fluke, infection can be avoided by not ingesting untreated fresh water and maintaining 
good hygiene practices. Avoid by properly treating water e.g. by boiling before drinking, and washing hands 
with soap and clean water before eating. More information available at 
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Giardiasis/Pages/Causes.aspx 
 
Leptospirosis and Weil’s Disease 
The Leptospira organism is a parasite of animals, particularly rats and cattle. The host animal carries 
leptospires in its kidney and excretes them in urine, contaminating the environment. Human infection results 
from exposure to this infected urine. The infection enters the body through cuts and abrasions in the skin or via 
the mucous membrane of the mouth, nose and eyes. It is common in rivers, ditches, lochs, other water courses 
and on farms.  
 
Symptoms may include a flu-like illness, severe headaches, jaundice, meningitis, conjunctivitis and kidney 
failure. In very severe cases it can lead to death. 
 
Precautions are relatively simple: 

 Take special care when working near or in water, or around cattle waste 
 Cover all skin abrasions and cuts 
 Be vigilant about hand washing with soap and water when possible, especially with groups in your care 
 Avoid touching your mouth, eyes or nose with wet hands or gloves 
More information is available from the Health and Safety Executive at 
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg84.pdf 
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Lyme disease 
Lyme disease is caused by the bacterium Borrelia burdorferi and is  
spread to humans by tick bites. Not all ticks carry Lyme disease but in the UK 
the disease is spreading. Caution should be observed in any areas with ticks. 
 
Symptoms may, but do not always, include an expanding red, concentric 
rash around the bite site which develops over a few weeks. Then as infection spreads, symptoms include other 
rash sites on the body, flu like symptoms which are persistent or intermittent over a long periods including, 
fever, headaches, stiff neck, body aches and fatigue.  
 
The most effective treatment is early use of antibiotics, so if in any doubt see a doctor. The blood tests for 
Lyme disease may not be positive even though the disease is present.  
 
Precautions:  

 Try to prevent tick bites, remove ticks quickly 
 Cover legs and arms with clothing, tuck trousers into socks, use gaiters or wear wellies   
 Avoid walking through thick foliage where there are known to be ticks 
 Use an insect repellent containing Lemon Eucalyptus (a.k.a. Citriodiol in Mosiguard), Picaridin (aka 

Satidin in Smidge), IR3535 or DEET on the skin and around the ankles and cuffs 
 
Check for ticks after walks and if a tick does bite, remove it as soon as 
you can. Carefully hold it as close to the skin surface as possible then 
pull steadily away from the skin without twisting or crushing the tick. 
This is best achieved using a tick removing tool or alternatively fine 
tweezers. Do not squeeze the tick or use something to burn it out. This 
will cause tick fluid to get into the wound or the head to break off 
increasing chance of infection.  
 
More information available at http://www.lymediseaseaction.org.uk and http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Lyme-
disease/Pages/Introduction.aspx. 
 
Tetanus 
Tetanus spores are commonly found in soil and dirt and the manure of animals such as horses and cows. There 
is a risk of infection through any open cuts or grazes, but protection is provided by an up to date inoculations. 
You should get these as a child. Keep open wounds covered. Symptoms are muscle stiffness, usually in the jaw 
and neck and muscle spasms.  
 
If these symptoms occur treat as a 999 emergency. More information available at  
http://www.nhs.uk/chq/Pages/1036.aspx?CategoryID=72&SubCategoryID=726 
 
Toxocariasis 
Toxocariasis is an infection caused by roundworm parasites found in fox, dog and cat faeces. It can, rarely, 
cause blindness in children. Symptoms include a cough, high temperature, headaches and stomach pain 
 
Keep children away from contaminated areas. Do not allow them to touch their face with dirty hands or gloves 
and always wash hands with soap and water. More information is available at  
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Toxocariasis/Pages/Introduction.aspx 
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Some Problem Plants 
 
Bracken 
Bracken spores are found on the underside of the leaves in late summer. These are poisonous and possibly 
could be carcinogenic if breathed in. Pulling up old bracken can cause cuts to the hand. It is best to avoid 
bracken in late summer after spores have formed on the underside of fronds. 

 
 
 
Wild Parsnip and Giant Hogweed 
The sap of several plants of the umbellifer family can cause a nasty rash or blisters, especially  
when combined with sunlight. e.g. Giant Hog Weed (pictured), Hogweed and Wild Celery. They all have white, 
distinctive, flat-topped flowers and hollow stems. Wild Parsnip (pictured) can also burn if the sap gets on your 
skin and is exposed to sunlight, and various other plants such as Nettles and Thorny Plants can all cause 
problems. Do not allow children to touch these plants.  If contaminated wash skin with soap and lots of water. 
More information available at http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/bites-and-stings/Pages/Plant-dangers-garden-
countryside.aspx. 
 
Blue-green Algae 
Blue-green algae can accumulate in inland lakes and ponds, especially following long periods of sunny, calm 
weather. The algae produce toxins as they die. Water with bright blue green algal scums should be avoided as 
they can cause skin irritation or sickness if ingested. Wash any contamination off hands and clothing. 
 
Mushrooms and Toadstools 
Fungi are beautiful, fascinating things but if you are not an expert don’t touch them! 
They can make you very ill or worse. As the saying goes, “All fungi are edible but some only once” 
 
Insects and Bugs 
Bees, wasps, horseflies and midgies can all spoil a good walk. Remember “VW and BB” - Vinegar for a Wasp and 
Bicarb for a Bee. A small sachet of tomato sauce is a handy portable wasp treatment. Use insect repellent to 
discourage bites. More information available at http://www.nhs.uk/Livewell/bites-and-stings/Pages/insects-
bugs-that-bite-sting.aspx. 
 
Snake bites 
Adders are the only poisonous snake native to the UK. Bites are very rare and even more rarely fatal. 
If you see a snake leave it alone. If bitten, try to immobilise the wound, don’t walk on a bitten leg 
and treat as an emergency. See also http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Bites-
snake/Pages/Treatment.aspx. 

Giant Hog Weed Wild Parsnip 


