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Illness in Prison Inmates - Exercise Speaker’s Guide 

Situation: 

You are the medical director and infection preventionist of a prison system housing 150 
inmates.  On October 1, 11 inmates reported to the health service with nausea, vomiting 
and blurry vision.  

Is this an outbreak? 

It depends!  The dependency is based on how many cases of nausea, vomiting and 
blurry vision you are used to seeing in a day.  Remember that an outbreak is defined as 
an excess in cases above the baseline.  However, it is very unlikely (if it happens, there 
are bigger issues you need to deal with) that you are used to seeing anywhere near 12 
cases of nausea, vomiting and blurry vision in a day, so yes, this probably is an 
outbreak. 

If so, what could it be? 

It could be anything that causes these symptoms, including psychosomatic illness, drug 
use, and a number of infectious diseases. 

Would you begin an outbreak investigation? 

Yes.  This is probably a very significant number of cases beyond what you are used to 
seeing, which all occurred on one day.  An outbreak investigation is probably 
warranted. 

If so, where would you start? 

 Start with step one! Verify the diagnoses and confirm that all of these persons
appear to have the same disease.

 What else could you do?
 You could do a literature search to see if any outbreaks with these types of

symptoms have been reported in this setting.

Later that day, eight of the 11 prisoners were sick enough to require hospitalization.  
You decide to wait to see if this is an infectious disease that requires an investigation. 

Two days later, on October 3, one more inmate becomes ill with the same symptoms.  Later 
this day, reports from the hospital come back positive for Clostridium botulinum.  

Five inmates have developed respiratory muscle paralysis and required intubation. 
You decide to initiate an outbreak investigation. 
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Is this really an outbreak? 
 

Yes.  One case of botulism is considered an outbreak. 
 
What is your next step? 
 

Report the cases to the health department. 
Develop a case definition.  
The outbreak case definition varies with the outbreak under investigation. 
Consideration should be given to the following in establishing an outbreak case 
definition:  
 
1. Clinical, laboratory and/or epidemiological criteria  
2. The time frame for occurrence  
3. The geographic location(s) or place(s) where cases live or became ill or exposed  
4. Special attributes of cases (e.g. age, underlying conditions) and/or the etiologic 

agent  
 
Case definitions should be very broad to start with and then get narrower as you begin 
to get more information.  You don’t want to risk missing cases at first with a very 
narrow case definition. 
 
Cases may be classified by levels of probability (i.e. confirmed, probable and/or 
suspect). 

 
 Feb 8, 2013 MMWR: Botulism from drinking prison-made illicit alcohol – Arizona, 

2012: A case of botulism was defined as signs and symptoms of cranial nerve 
palsies (e.g., double vision or blurred vision) and weakness, dysphagia, or 
impaired gag reflex, with onset in November 2012, in a prison A inmate with 
Clostridium botulinum bacteria or toxin in a clinical specimen or with a history of 
drinking pruno from the same batch as an inmate with a positive clinical 
specimen 

 
What could you do next? 
 

Look at prison and hospital records for other potential cases of clinical botulism. 
 
 
 
 
What are some modes of transmission of this organism? 
 

How would you find out? Look on the internet. 
C. botulinum is primarily foodborne but can be transmitted via other routes such as IV 
drug use. 
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NOTE: Has anyone ever seen a case of botulism? There are 3 types:  
 Foodborne: a rare paralytic disease caused by ingestion of botulism toxin in food 

contaminated with Clostridium botulinum a spore-forming organism that is 
ubiquitous in the environment 

 Infant botulism: Caused by intestinal colonization with C botulinum [why should 
you not give honey to an infant under 12 months? Honey is a known source of 
bacterial spores of Clostridium botulinum.] 

 Wound botulism caused by contamination of a wound with C. botulinum – this 
includes wounds from injection drug use. 

 
What is the incubation period? 
 

Symptom onset generally occurs 12-36 hours after ingestion of contaminated food. 
 
Since this organism is often foodborne, how would you identify what foods the 
prisoners ate – particularly since most of them remain hospitalized, intubated and 
sedated? 
 

There are many options.  You can start with the food stuffs in the cafeteria for the days 
that would correspond to the most likely date of infection (based on the incubation 
period).  So in this case, what dates would we be looking at? First case was Oct 1 
so we look at what was eaten on Sept. 29 and 30 and Oct 1. 
 
Depending on the level of sedation, even while intubated, patients may be able to 
respond via writing or other non-verbal methods of communication.  Another method 
may be asking those they eat with regularly who may not be ill. 

 
You develop a line listing of the 12 prisoners and the foods that they ate using interviews of 
the sick inmates, food service staff, and other inmates who were not sick. 
 
(Table 1) 
ID Date 

of 
illness 

Gender Age Steak Canned 
Beans 

Fruit 
Cocktail 

Ketchup Potatoes 

1 10/1 M 21 N Y N Y N 
2 10/1 M 23 N Y N Y Y 
3 10/1 M 26 N N N Y N 
4 10/1 M 25 Y N Y Y Y 
5 10/1 M 29 Y N Y Y N 
6 10/1 M 28 N N Y N Y 
7 10/1 M 30 Y N N N Y 
8 10/1 M 24 N Y N N Y 
9 10/1 M 25 N N N N Y 
10 10/1 M 23 Y N Y N Y 
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11 10/1 F 26 N Y Y N N 
12 10/3 M 28 Y N Y N Y 
 
 
You decide to do a case control study to try to identify foods that may be associated with 
the outbreak. You identify inmates that are not ill to serve as controls. 
 
Table 2. Inmate Controls 
ID Gender Age Steak Canned 

Beans 
Fruit 
Cocktail 

Ketchup Potatoes 

1 M 20 N N N N N 
2 M 24 Y Y Y N N 
3 M 25 Y Y N Y N 
4 M 26 N N N N Y 
5 M 30 Y N N Y N 
6 M 29 N N N N N 
7 M 30 Y Y N N N 
8 M 25 N N Y N Y 
9 M 26 N N N N N 
10 M 24 N N N N N 
11 F 27 Y N N N N 
12 M 29 N Y Y N N 
 
 
What test statistic (measure of association) can you calculate from a case-control 
study? 
 
Use the PowerPoint exercise answer slides here to demonstrate the calculations and 
results. 
 
How would you set up a 2 x 2 Table to calculate this test statistic? 
 
 
 
 
Investigation Scenario: Speaker to describe below 
 
One inmate indicated that one of the sick individuals had a plastic bag full of something 
stuffed in the water holding tank of the toilet in his cell.  Prison security guards search the 
rooms of this prisoner and find a bag of pruno – prison wine.   
 
Further interviews with the prisoners show a full picture of how the pruno was made.  
Food hoarded from prison meals were put in the plastic bag, sealed and allowed to ferment 
over the course of a week. Several outbreaks of this type have been reported in the 
literature. 
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What is your next step? 
 

 Test the pruno for C. botulinum toxin. 
 Identify the foods in the pruno to see what may have had the organism to begin with.   
 Begin education program for inmates and staff to discuss the hazards of drinking 

pruno  
 Implement measures to prevent inmates from obtaining ingredients used to make 

pruno. [Look on the internet. Literature search.  Pruno is typically made by fermenting 
fruit and sugar in water; commonly used ingredients include  apples, oranges, fruit 
cocktail, ketchup, potatoes, corn, rice and bread] 

 Conduct surveillance to find more pruno. 
 
Would you send an isolate or specimen from any of the sick persons for any kind of 
testing?  
 

Probably.  It’s important to be able to associate the organism in the pruno with the 
organisms infecting the patients. You can test serum specimens from patients and 
samples of pruno for botulinum toxin. 

 
Further Investigation Scenario: Speaker to describe below 
 
You decide to investigate further foods that might be used to make pruno and that were 
served in the cafeteria over the past 2 weeks.  By examining the pruno, you determine that 
the likely foods used to make the drink were: potatoes, ketchup and fruit cocktail since they 
have odds ratios larger than one.  However, only one of those are statistically significant 
(potatoes), so keep this in mind moving forward. 
 
Laboratory testing reveals the pruno to be positive for C. botulinum toxin.   
 
What is your next step? 
 

 Continue education to prevent making pruno.   
 Conduct surveillance to find more pruno. 


