What is listeriosis?

Listeriosis is an infection caused by
the bacterium Listeria
monocytogenes. Anyone can
become ill from eating food
contaminated by the bacterium, but
pregnant women (and their unborn
children), newborns and adults with
weakened immune systems are most
vulnerable to infection.

What are the symptoms of
listeriosis?

Infected pregnant women may have
no symptoms or experience only a
mild, flu-like illness. However,
infection during pregnancy can lead
to premature labour, meningitis in the
newborn or even miscarriage.

How is listeriosis diagnosed?
Diagnosis is usually made by culture
of blood or cerebrospinal fluid (the
fluid bathing the brain and spinal
cord). During pregnancy, a blood test

is the most reliable way to find out if
symptoms are due to listeriosis.

How does a person get listeriosis?
Infection occurs mainly through
eating contaminated food. The
incubation period (time between
initial infection and first symptoms
appearing) ranges between 3 and 70
days. The average incubation period
is 3 weeks. If a woman eats
contaminated food during pregnancy,
the infection can be passed across
the placenta to the baby.

How does Listeria get into food?
Listeria monocytogenes is
widespread in the environment and
can be found in soil and water.
Vegetables can become
contaminated from the soil or from
manure used as fertilizer. Animals
can carry the bacteria without
appearing ill, and meat or dairy
products from these animals can be
contaminated. Foods may also be

contaminated after processing, e.g.
cheese.

The foods most often associated with
infection are ready-to-eat refrigerated
and processed foods such as: pre-
prepared cooked and chilled meals,
soft cheeses, cold cuts of meat,
patés and smoked fish.

How is listeriosis treated?
Listeriosis can be treated with
antibiotics. However even with
treatment, infection can be severe
and may result in death, especially in
the elderly.
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