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Cryptosporidium infections in children
in Durban
Seasonal variation, age distribution and disease status
D. MOODLEY,

1. F. H. G. JACKSON,

V. GATHIRAM,

Summary
One hundred and eleven of 1229 children (9%) aged < 10
years admiUed to King Edward VIII Hospital, Durban, with
gastro-enteritis over a period of 1 year were found to harbour
Cryptosporidium. Of these, 96 (89,7%) were < 2 years of age.
Cryptosporidium was the only potential pathogen identified in
80 of these patients (6,50/0). The prevalence in paediatric
patients without gastro-enteritis was 2,4% (3/124). During the
study period Cryptosporidium infections were significantly
more prevalent during the high rainfall season (P = 0,03).
S AIr Med J 1991; 79: 295-297.

The coccidian parasite, Cryptosporidium, was first described in
1907 by Tyzzer 1 in laboratory mice. However, human infection
was only recognised 70 years later by Nime et al. 2 This
parasite is being reported more frequently as clinical and
laboratory awareness increases and specilic techniques for its
detection are implemented. A resurgence of interest in human
Cryptosporidium infections occurred with the recognition of its
role in patients with the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome
(AIDS).3-s However, Cryptosporidium has also recently been
implicated as a causative agent of diarrhoeal disease in immunocompetent children and adults. 6 - 9 The resultant diarrhoea in
patients with AIDS may be fatal, 4 while in immunocompetent
patients it is less severe. 7 Although generally regarded as a
self-limiting infection in immunocompetent persons, published
data suggest that Cryptosporidium-associated gastro-enteritis in
infants is associated with higher morbidity and mortality than
gastro-enteritis caused by other infectious diseases. 9,Io Whether
this increase in morbidity and mortality in Cryptosporidiumassociated diarrhoea reflects a degree of immunodeficiency, as
h;ls been suggested, has not been established. lO
Previously reported prevalences of Cryptosporidium infections
at King Edward VIII Hospital, Durban/-I I have varied
between 3,2% and 15,4%. None of these reports nor any other
study conducted in· South Mrica 12- I4 has fully appraised the
occurrence of Cryptosporidium infections in relation to seasonal
variation. Only one local study has addressed the importance
of Cryptosporidium as an intestinal pathogen in children with
diarrhoea. 9
A study was undertaken to: (I) carry out a more detailed.
longitudinal investigation on the occurrence of Cryptosporidium
infections in children during a I-year period with a view to
monitoring seasonal variations; (il) determine whether or not
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this infection has an age-related prevalence; and (iil) confIrm
the role of Cryptospon"dium as a local causative agent of
diarrhoeal disease.

Patients and methods
Observations were made over a period of 1 year, from May
1987 to April 1988. The study population comprised 1 229
children < age of 10 years who were admined to King Edward
VIII Hospital, Durban, with a primary diagnosis of gastroenteritis. A smaller inpatient group qf 124 children randomly
sampled during the study period served as controls; none of
these patients were suffering from diarrhoea. This hospital
predominantly serves the black community of the surrounding
peri-urban and rural areas of Durban. A stool specimen was
collected from each patient within 24 hours of admission to
hospital. Specimens were screened for the presence of Cryptosporidium oocysts employing Sheather's flotation technique;3
we found this to be the most reliable method for detecting
Cryptosporidium oocysts in faeces. All faecal specimens were
also examined in the Department of Medical Microbiology,
King Edward VIII Hospital, for the presence of other enteric
pathogens with the exclusion of viruses. The prevalence of
cryptosporidiosis was then correlated with seasonal changes
and the age of infected individuals.

Results
During the study period 9,0% of patients (111/1229) with
diarrhoea were found to be passing Cryptosporidium oocysts
compared with only 2,4% of the control patients (3/124).
Statistical analysis (chi square) indicated that the 9% positivity
in patients with diarrhoea was signilicantly higher than the
2,4% in the control group (P = 0,012).
Table I summarises the number and range of enteric pathogens detected in' the study group. Cryptosporidium was the
second most common enteric pathogen isolated. In patients

TABLE I. FREQUENCY OF POTENTIAL INTESTINAL PATHOGENS IN DIARRHOEAL STOOLS FROM 1 299 CHILDREN
< 10 YEARS OF AGE
Pathogens
Salmonella spp
Shigella spp
Campylobacter spp
E. coli (EPEC)
Cryptosporidium
G.lamblia
E. histolytica
A. lumbricoides

% frequency

No. of patients

14,0
2,7
1,5
3,0
9,0
1,4
0,2
3,7

172
33

18
37
111
17

2
46
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with Crypcosporidium infection, otheryenteric pathogens w~re
detected in 31 (27,9%) (Table 1I). Notably, Cryprospondzum
was the only pathogen identified in 80/1229 of patients (6,5%).
Other pathogens detect~ i~ the. 124 control sUbj~cts included
enteropathogenic Escherichza colI (E~EC) .(4), Shigella spp (5),
Giardia lamblia (3) and Emamoeba hiscolYClca (1).

TABLE 11. OTHER POTENTIAL ENTERIC PATHOGENS
DETECTED IN STOOLS OF PATIENTS WITH
CFlYPTOSPORIDIUM-ASSOCIATED DIARRHOEA

other organisms detected

No.

Bacteria
salmonella spp
Shigella spp
E. coli (EPEC)

22
4
2

The prevalence of infection was notably higher during February, March, April (1988) and May (1987) (Fig. 2). Rainfall
data for the Durban area for the period January 1988 to
December 1988 were obtained from the Weather Bureau,
Pretoria, and this was correlated with the monthly prevalence
of cryptosporidiosis. Statistical analysis (multiple linear regression) indicated a significant correlation between rainfall and
prevalence of cryptosporidiosis (r = 0,6125; P = 0,0342). The
increased occurrence of Cryprosporidium infections during the
late summer and early winter coincided with high rainfall
experienced during this period. There was no correlation (r =
0,4305; P = 0,1625) between environmental temperature and
the incidence of Cryprosporidium infections.
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Of the III children excreting Cryprosporidium obcysts in
their stools, 96 (89,7%) were < 2 years of age; 65 (67,7%) were
< I year old. Furthermore, the prevalence of Crypcosporidium
infect' OS in the laner group of children was found to be
highe~OiO the 4 - ~-~onths age group (Fig. 1); this differ~nce
Was statistically slgnifi~ant (P .= 0,(01). O~e~ conco~tant
clinical diseases in pauents WIth Crypcospondlum-assoclated
diarrh a included bronchopneumonia (10), kwashiorkor (8),
maras:us (9), anaemia (2) and septicaemia (1).
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Fig. 1 Prevalence of crypt~sporidiosis !n .chi.ldren < 10 years for
the "od May 1987 - Apn11988. (*Thls inCidence was covered
en
over ider age range (1 year) and is therefore not comparable
10 oth~hi9h incidences in 2-month age groups.)
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n of the 111 children (10%) infected with CryprG-

spori~~em died. Autopsy findings indicated gastro-enteritis to
be th lU robable cause of death in 7 of these patients. CryplOspon·ltm was the only enteric. path?gen detected in. 4. Other
deaths were amibuted to sepncaeIDla (1), pneumoma (2) and
hypoxiceocephalopathy (1).
C losporidiosis occurred throughout the year and the
mon?;;;y prevalence varied between 1,2% and 20,9% (Table I).
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Fig. 2. Relationship between prevalence of Cryptosporidium and
average monthly rainfall for the period May 1987 • April 1988.

Discussion
Cryptosporidiosis was originally believed to be a zoonosis 3• 1S
but recently transmission from person to person has been
reponed. 16 The parasite is known to be primarily transmined
by the faecal-oral route; the poor sanitary conditions attributable to delayed urbanisation are therefore consid~red to contribute to the high frequency of CryplOsporidium infections
documented for developing countries,11 such as Bangladesh
(7,8%),15 Liberia (7,8%),18 Sudan (6,1%),19 and Haiti (16,7%),20
while more developed countries, such as Australia (2,5%),8 the
USA (0,1 %),21 and Britain (3,2%)22 have lower prevalences of
the parasite. However, in South Mrica, the high prevalence of
CryplOsporidium infections in blacks (9,0% in the present smdy,
11,9%,10 18,4%13) was not unexpected since a large proportion
of this population group lives in areas characteristic of Third
World simations where proper sewage disposal systems and
protected water supplies are lacking.
During a previous longimdinal smdy of CryplOsporidium
infections carried out at King Edward VIII Hospital, I 1 a lower
overall prevalence of 3,2% was reponed compared with the
results of the present survey. We believe that the lower
prevalence observed in the previous study was due to the
following factors: (z) microscopic examination of faeces was
done by several observers whereas in the present inv~stigation
all specimens were examined by one of us (D. M.); and (il) the
Sheather's flotation technique, which has been shown to be
superior to the modified Ziehl-Neelsen and auramine fluorescence methods used previously, 23.24 was used throughout
the present study - both of the laner methods produced
nonspecific staining, a feature which has also been reponed by
other workers. 2s - 29
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Seasonal vanatIons in the prevalence of Crypcosporidium
infections have also been reported from Bangladesh30 and
Australia. 31 Like giardiasis, cryptosporidiosis is a waterborne
disease 32 •33 and in a recent study in Finland the parasite was
associated with travellers' diarrhoea due to drinking of contaminated water.34 It is possible that contamination of rivers
by stormwater run-off containing faeces of infected humans or
animals has resulted in the observed higher prevalence of
Crypcosporidium infections during the high-rainfall months.
The observed high prevalences of Crypcosporidium infections
in children < 2 rsears of age is consistent with the fIndings of
other workers 18, 9,30 induding those of Smith and Van den
Ende. 9 This strongly implicates Crypcospon'dium as an important cause of gastro-enteritis in children, particularly those
belonging to.this age group. The lower prevalence of Crypcosporidium infections in neonates may be due to a decreased risk
of exposure to infection since babies are carried on their
mothers' backs. Breast-feeding is also known to protect infants
against gastro-enteritis. Although viruses have been excluded
~ thi~ stu~y, the occurrenc~ 0L'Ru.re' Crypcosporid~um. infections In thIS and other studIes ' . IS more than cOIncIdental
and therefore reinforces the view that Crypcospon'dium is a
probable causative agent of diarrhoea.
A relatively high morbidity and mortality in patients with
diarrhoea due to Crypcosporidium has been reported by Smith
and Van den Ende (22,6%)9 and Wittenberg et al. (23%).10 The
lower mortality from Crypcosporidium-related diarrhoea
recorded in the present study is believed to reflect ·the recent
overall improvement in mortality from gastro-enteritis, resulting from improved management of these patients.
It is possible that the 2,4% prevalence of Crypcosporidium in
the control subjects may be due to a less virulent strain; a
situation that may be analogous to that reported in the case of
E. hiscolytica infections where non-pathogenic zymodemes
(strains determined by iso-enzyme electrophoresis) can be
isolated from individuals without symptoms of amoebiasis. 37- 39
Asymptomatic Crypcosporidium infections have also been documented previously in AIDS40 as well as immunocompetent
subjects. ,13,14,41 Although strain differences in Crypcospon'dium
have not yet been demonstrated by either Western blotting42
or pulse-fIeld gel electrophoresis of DNA,43 an iso-enzyme
study relating the different strains of the parasite to the
clinical status of infected patients may provide information in
this regard.

The authors wish to thank the Department of Paediatrics, King
Edward VIII Hospital- particularly Dr D. F. Wittenberg - for
allowing us access to patients' records, and the Department of
Microbiology for all bacteriological studies completed as well as in
assisting in the collection of stool specimens. We are also grateful
to Dr P. Becker and Mrs Amelia Smytb from the Institute of
Biostatistics of the South African Medical Research Council for
statistical analyses of our data and the Weather Bureau, Pretoria,
for providing us with rainfall and temperature data. Finally, we
thank the South African Medical Research Council for financial
support.

REFERENCES
1. Tyzzer EE. A sporozoan found in the peptic glands of the common mouse.
Proe Soc Exp Bioi Med 1907; 5: 1273.
2. Nime FA, Burek ID, Page DL, Holscher MA, Yardley JH. Acute enterocolitis in a human being with the protozoan Cryprosporidium. Gascroenrerology
1976; 70: 592-598.
3. Current WL, Reese NC, Emst IV, Bailey WS, Heyman MB, Weinstein
MD. Human cryptosporidiosis in immunocompetent and immunodeficient
persons: studies of an outbreak and experimental transmission. N Engl J
Med 1983; 308: 1252-1257.

VOL 79

16 MAR 1991

297

4. Andrean' T, Modigliani R, Le Charpentier Y er al. Acquired immunodeficiency with intestinal cryptosporidiosis; possible transmission by Haitian
whole blood. Lancer 1983; 1: ll87-ll91.
5. Jonas C, Deprez C, De Maubeuge I, Tailman H, Panzer JM, Deltenre M.
Cryprosporidium in pacient with acquired immunodeficiency syndrome
(4rrespondence). Lancer 1983; 2: 964.
6. EdelmaD. MJ, 01dfield EC. Severe cryptosporidiosis in an immunocompetent
host. Arch Inrern Med 1988; 148: 1873-1874.
7. Stehr-Green KK, McCaig L, Remsen HM, Rains CS, Fox M, Juranek DD.
Shedding of oocysts in immunocompetent individuals infected with CryprQsporidium. Am] Trop Med Hyg 1987; 36: 338-342.
8. Biggs B, Megna R, Wickremesinghe S, Dwyer B. Human infection with
Cryprosporidium spp: results of a 24-month survey. Med] Ausr 1987; 147:
175-177.
9. Smith G, Van den Ende J. Cryptosporidiosis among black children in South
Mrica.] [nfece 1986; 13: 25-30.
10. Winenberg DF, Smith EG, Van den Ende J, Becker PJ. Cryprosporidiumassociated diarrhoea in children. Ann Trop Paediarr 1987; 7: ll3-ll7.
I!. Miller NM, Van den Ende J. Seasonal prevalence of Cryprosporidiumassociated diarrhoea in children. S Afr Med] 1986; 70: 636-637.
12. Fripp PJ, Bothma MT. Cryprosporidium associated with diarrhoea at GaRankuwa Hospital. S Afr] Epidemiol Infecr 1987; 2: 45-47.
13. Berkowitz FE, Vallabh W, Buqwana A, Heney C. Cryptosporidiosis in black
South Mrican children. S Afr Med] 1988; 74: 272-273.
14. Walters IN, Miller NM, Van den Ende J er al. Outbreak of cryptosporidiosis
among young children attending a day-eare centre in Durban. S Afr Med]
1988; 74: 496-499.
15. Rahaman ASMH, Sanyal SC, Al Mahmud KA, Sobhan A. Cryprosporidium
diarrhoea in calves and their handlers in Bangladesh. Ind] Med Res 1985;
82: 510-516.
16. Baxby D, Hart A, Taylor M. Human cryptospi>ridiosis: a possible case of
hospital cross-infection. Br Med] 1983; 287: 1760-1761.
17. Crawford FG, Vermund SH. Human cryprosporidiosis. CRC Crir Rev
MicrobioI1988; 16: ll3-159.
18. Hojlying N, Molbak K, Jepsen S. Cryprosporidium spp., a frequent cause of
diarrhoea in Liberian children.] Clin Microbio11986; 23: ll09-ll13.
19. Robinson M, Hart CA, Baxby D er al. Cryprosporidium as a cause of gastroenteritis in Sudanese children. Ann Trap Paediarr 1986; 6: 155-156.
20. Pape JW, Levine E, Beaulieu ME, Marshal! F, Verdier R, Johnson WD jun.
Cryptosporidiosis in Haitian children. Am ] Trap Med Hyg 1987; 36:
333-337.
21. Hamoudi AC, Qualman SJ, Marcon MJ er al. Do regional variations in
prevalence of cryptosporidiosis occur? The central Ohio experience. Am]
Public Healrh 1988; 78: 273-275.
22. Isaacs D, Hunt GH. Cryptosporidiosis in immunocompetent children. ]
Clin Parhol 1985; 38: 76-81.
23. Henricksen SA, Pohlenz JFL. Staining of cryptosporidiosis by a modified
Ziehl-Neelsen technique. Acta Ver Scand 1981; 22: 594-596.
24. Nichols G, Thom BT. Screening of Cryprosporidium in stools. Lancer 1984;
1: 735.
.
25. Collignon P. Staining of atypical oocysts from patients with cryptosporidiosis.
Lancer 1987; 2: 1494-1495.
26. Baxby D, Blundell N, Hart CA. Excretion of atypical oocysts by patients
with cryprosporidiosis. Lancer 1987; 1: 974.
27. Casemore DP, Armstrong M, Sands RL. Laboratory diagnosis of cryptosporidiosis.] Clin Parho11985; 38: 1337-1341.
28. Ma P, Soave R. Three-step stool examination for cryptosporidiosis in 10
homosexual men with protracted watery diarrhoea. ] Infeer Dis 1983; 147:
824-828.
29. Angus KW. Staining of faecal yeasts and Cryprosporidium oocysts. Ver Rec
1981; 108: 173.
30. Shahid NS, Raharnan ASMH, Anderson BC, Mata LJ. Cryprosporidium as a
pathogen for diarrhoea in Bangladesh. Geogr Med 1988; 39: 265-270.
31. Tzipori S, Smith M, Birch C, Barnes G, Bishop R. Cryptosporidiosis in
hospital patients with gastroenteritis. Am] Trop Med Hyg 1983; 32: 931-934.
32. Mata L, Bolanos H, Pizarro D, Vives M. Cryptosporidiosis in children from
some highland Costa Rican t1,lral and urban areas. Am ] Trap Med Hyg
1984; 33: 24-29.
33. Ongerth JE, Stibbs HH. Identification of Cryprosporidium oocysts in river
water. Appl Environ Microbiol1987; 53: 672-fJ76.
34. Jokipii L, Pohjola S, Jokipii AM. Cryptosporidiosis associated with travelling
and giardiasis. Gasrroenrerology 1985; 89: 838-842.
35. Reinhaler FF, Hermintin K, Mascher F, Klem G, Six! W. Cryptosporidiosis
in Ogun state, south-west Nigeria. Trap Med Parasirol1987; 38: 51-52.
36. Heijbel H, Slaine K, Seigel B er al. Outbreak of diarrhea in day care centre
with spread to household members: the role of Cryprosporidium. PMiarr
Infeer Dis] 1987; 6: 53.
37. Sargeaunt PG, Williams JE, Jackson TFHG, Simjee AE. A zymodeme
study of Enramoeba hisrolyrica in South Mrican schoolchildren. Trans R Soc
Trop Med Hyg 1982; 76: 410-312.
38. Sargeaunt PG, Jackson TFHG, Simjee AE. Biochemical homogeniciry of
Enramoeba hisrolyrica isolates, especially those from liver abscess. Lancer
1982; 1: 1386-1388.
39. Jackson TFHG, Sargeaunt PG, Williams JE, Simjee AE. Observations on
zymodeme studies of Enramaeba hysrolyrica in Durban, South Mrica. Arch
ImJesr Med (Mex) 1982; 13: 83-88.
40. Zar F, Giesler PI, Brown VA. Asymptomatic carriage of Cryprosporidium in
the stool of a patient with acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (Correspondence).] Infece Dis 1985; 151: 195.
41. Pohjola S, Jokipii AMM, Jokipii L. Sporadic cryptosporidiosis in a t1,lral
population is asymptomatic and associated with contact to cattle. Aera Ver
Scand 1986; 27: 91.
.
42. Mead JR, Arrowood MJ, Sterling CR. Antigens of Cryprosporidium sporozoites recognised by immune sera of infected animals and humans.] Parasirol
1988; 74: 135-143.
43. Mead JR, Arrowood MJ, Current WL, Sterling CR. Field inversion gel
electrophoretic separation of Cryprosporidium spp. chromosome sized DNA.
J Parasirol1988; 74: 366-369.

