
Missoula City-County Health Department Disease Fact Sheets

BOTULISM (INCLUDING INFANT BOTULISM)

What is botulism? 
Botulism is a serious illness caused by a poison that is released by the bacterium, 
Clostridium botulinum. There are three types of botulism: food, wound, and infant 
botulism. Eating food that has the botulism toxin causes food-borne botulism. 
Wound botulism occurs when Clostridium botulinum gets into the skin. Botulism in 
infants under the age of one occurs when they eat specific foods such as honey or 
breathe air/dust that contains the bacteria. 

How is it spread? 
Botulism is most often caused by bacteria that have produced the poison in a wound 
or in food. It is not spread by person-to-person contact. 

What are the symptoms?
All types of botulism cause symptoms that affect the nervous system. The common 
symptoms of botulism are: double vision, blurred vision, drooping eyelids, slurred 
speech, difficulty swallowing, dry mouth and muscle weakness that goes down the 
body, from the shoulders, down to the feet. If untreated, these symptoms may lead 
to paralysis. Infants with botulism appear tired, don’t want to eat, are constipated, 
and have a weak cry and poor muscle tone. 

How soon after exposure would symptoms develop? 
Symptoms generally begin 12-36 hours after eating infected food, but may begin 
after just a few hours and as late as 10 days. 

What is the treatment? 
Treatment includes medication and hospitalization, and it may take weeks for the 
person to get better. If a person is not treated, they may need to be on a breathing 
machine for weeks and need serious medical and nursing care. Infant botulism is 
also treated with medication. 

If I develop symptoms, what do I do? 
If you should develop any of the symptoms above, contact your physician or your 
local hospital immediately to check to see if you have botulism. Keep any food that 
you think is infected so that it can be tested. 

Can botulism be prevented? 
All canned and preserved foods should be properly prepared and stored. Persons 
who do their own canning at home should follow strict cleaning and cooking 
procedures. Bulging containers should not be opened and foods with an unusual 
smell should not be eaten or even tasted. Sources of infant botulism, such as 
honey, should not be fed to infants.
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