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The largest ever Ebola outbreak is underway in several 
countries in West Africa. It began in the southern forested 
area of Guinea in December 2013. However the 
diagnosis was not made until March 2014, by which time 
there were clusters of infection in several areas. Ebola 
then spread to Liberia and Sierra Leone. An imported 
case into Nigeria has infected others there, and an 
imported case has occurred in Senegal. An unrelated 
outbreak is underway in Democratic Republic of the 
Congo. Transmission is human to human (from one 
person to another). 

This current outbreak is the largest and most challenging 
that has ever occurred.  The World Health Organization 
declared it a “Public Health Event of International 
Concern” in early August. Case numbers are thought to 
greatly under-estimate the extent of the outbreak. Experts 
expect it will take at least 6 months to come under control. 

In the worst affected areas, healthcare facilities are 
overwhelmed, and safety and security are threatened. 

Authorities have implemented a number of measures to 
control spread, including closure of some borders, 
quarantine of the most affected areas, and exit and entry 
screening.  In addition, some commercial airlines have 
suspended flights to affected areas.   

The situation is changing and travellers are advised to 
check the latest information on the outbreak at the 
dedicated website www.internationalsos.com/ebola  

What is Ebola? 

Ebola belongs to a group of diseases referred to as "viral 
haemorrhagic fevers" (VHF). Dengue fever, yellow fever, 
Lassa fever, and Marburg fever are other examples of 
VHFs. "Haemorrhagic" means these diseases can involve 
bleeding, which can be one of their more alarming 
symptoms. 

Ebola is named after a river in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (formerly Zaire) where the disease was first 
recognised in 1976. There are four Ebola virus strains 
which are known to cause illness in humans. They are 
named after the region where each strain was first 
detected: Bundibugyo, Ivory Coast, Sudan and Zaire.  

How do people become infected with Ebola virus? 

There are two ways people can be infected – either from 
contact with infected animals OR contact with infected 
people. 

 

 

From animals to people: The virus probably lives in bats 
and occasionally infects animals. These include 
chimpanzees, gorillas, monkeys, forest antelopes and 
porcupines. Humans who hunt or eat forest animals or 
bats can be infected following direct contact or 
consumption of infected animals. 

From person to person: Once a human has been 
infected, an outbreak can occur if proper precautions are 
not taken. This occurs especially in areas where hygiene, 
sanitation and infection control levels are low.   

People are infected through direct unprotected contact 
with an infected person’s blood, excretions, secretions or 
body fluids.  Once someone has symptoms of illness their 
blood, vomit, faeces, mucus, urine and any objects that 
are contaminated by them are all potentially infectious.  
(People who do not have symptoms are not contagious). 

Health care facilities where strict infection control does not 
occur, and funeral practices that require touching, washing 
or kissing the dead body are high risk for spread of Ebola. 

Who is at risk? 

People who have direct unprotected contact with sick 
people and their contaminated items (such as needles) are 
at highest risk of infection. This includes: 

 Healthcare workers looking after cases 

 Family members and other people who are in 
direct contact with sick people 

 People who have direct contact with animals 

Others, including business travellers, are at low risk. 

What are the symptoms of Ebola virus? 

Symptoms develop between 2 and 21 days after 
exposure, although most people fall sick after about 7-9 
days. There is sudden onset of fever, weakness, muscle 
pain and head ache. Vomiting, diarrhoea, rash and 
abdominal pain follow in most cases. Some people may 
develop redness of eyes, and hiccups.  Organ failure and 
bleeding (both internally and externally) occur in some 
people. These lead to death. About 50% to 90% of cases 
are fatal. 

How is Ebola diagnosed? 

Diagnosis is made through specialised blood tests. Staff 
that draw and handle blood must be trained in Ebola 
testing. Only specialised labs can handle Ebola samples. 
In an outbreak, a “clinical diagnosis” may be made based 
on the symptoms and history of exposure. The laboratory 
tests may take several days to confirm the diagnosis. 
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Can Ebola be treated? 

There is no specific treatment for Ebola. Patients receive 
supportive therapy, including intravenous fluids, 
supplemental oxygen and antibiotic treatment of any 
“secondary” bacterial infections. Early treatment in 
specialised Ebola Centres increases the chance of 
recovery. 

There is currently no cure for Ebola. Although there are 
experimental treatments, they have not been tested in 
humans.  Their efficacy and side effects are unknown. 
Quantities are extremely limited. Use of these treatments 
is highly controlled by international and national 
authorities. 

Is there a vaccine? 

There is no vaccine commercially available. 

How is Ebola prevented? 

Prevention is through strict infection control - avoiding 
direct contact with people who are sick, their infected 
organs and fluids. It is also important to avoid direct 
unprotected handling of any potentially contaminated 
objects. 

Avoid high risk activities 

 Direct unprotected contact with ill people or their 
body fluids or potentially contaminated objects 

 Handling dead bodies 

 Funerals in affected areas 

 Do not visit facilities that are treating Ebola 
patients 

General advice 

 Pay strict attention to hygiene. 

 Washing your hands frequently and properly. 

 Do NOT touch blood, body fluids or secretions 

 Avoid touching your face 

 Only eat well cooked meat 

 Avoid forest animals that are sick or found dead 

 Avoid bats and bat meat 

 

What public health actions have been taken? 

Authorities and International organisations have 
established isolation and treatment centres. They are 
isolating cases, and tracing their contacts.  

Some regions are quarantining contacts – usually in the 
home. Contacts are monitored for development of 
symptoms. If symptoms occur, they are quickly isolated.  

Measures have been put in place to educate the public 
and train health care workers. 

The most heavily affected areas of Guinea, Liberia and 
Sierra Leone are under “cordon sanitaire” quarantine –
restricting movement of people into or out of these areas. 
Security / military are enforcing these restrictions.   

In some areas there are curfews, public gatherings have 
been stopped, international meetings and non-essential 
travel cancelled, schools have been closed, and are 
burials controlled. Exit screening and entry screening has 
been implemented at some borders.  Some international 
borders are closured and some commercial airlines have 
suspended flights to affected countries. 

Travel advice 

The situation is rapidly evolving. Monitor the latest 
developments, especially just prior to travel as the 
situation may have changed 

Defer non-essential travel to Guinea, Liberia, and 
Sierra Leone. 

For other locations: 

 Do not travel if you are sick 

 Follow the preventive advice above 
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Disclaimer 
This information has been developed for educational purposes only. It is 
not a substitute for professional medical advice. Should you have questions 
or concerns about any topic described here, please consult your healthcare 
professional. 


