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DHMH Advice to Parents: Baby Animals Can Introduce Health Risks to Children 

5 Maryland children infected with Human Salmonella Typhimurium since 2009 

Outbreak linked to contact with pet African Dwarf (Water) Frogs 

Baltimore, MD (April 22, 2011) – They are cute and cuddly or wet and slippery and they 

may seem like perfect gifts for children, but that is not always the case. The Maryland 

Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DHMH) reminds parents that baby animals, 

including chicks, ducklings and rabbits, can pass salmonella and other harmful bacteria to 

people.  

 

“Children are particularly vulnerable to infections from pets,” said Frances Phillips, 

DHMH Deputy Secretary for Public Health Services. “With pets like these, good hand 

hygiene is so important in protecting yourself and your children, but young children don't 

always follow even the best lessons they may get from their parents."  

 

Each spring, the Centers for Control and Prevention (CDC) receives reports of children 

who have become infected with Salmonella after receiving a baby chick or duckling for 

Easter.  Children can be exposed to the bacteria by holding, cuddling, or kissing their pets, 

or petting animals on display at pet stores and other locations. Children are most 

susceptible to infection because they are more likely to put their fingers in their mouths and 

because their immune systems are still developing.   

 

Other pets and animals can also transmit Salmonella.  Since April 1, 2009, CDC has 

reported an ongoing outbreak involving 216 individuals in 41 states infected with 

Salmonella typhimurium associated with contact with aquatic frogs, specifically African 

dwarf frogs.  To date, 5 Maryland children have been identified as having an infection with 

the outbreak strain of Salmonella.  None were hospitalized; none have died.  Three of the 5 

cases reported exposure to a water frog.   

 

“Fortunately, we have not seen any deaths in Maryland or across the country related to this 

recent outbreak,” added Phillips. “A Salmonella infection is not to be taken lightly. The 

symptoms are serious and may last up to a week or longer.”  

 

Although local health departments inspect Maryland pet stores annually, even animals that 

look healthy can carry these bacteria and excrete it in their feces, contaminating themselves 

and their environment.  “Parents should supervise young children when they handle 



animals and ensure that they wash their hands thoroughly after touching pets or their 

habitats,” noted Phillips.  

 

Persons infected with Salmonella bacteria may develop diarrhea, nausea, vomiting, 

headache, fever, and/or abdominal cramps 6 to 72 (usually 12 to 36) hours after exposure. 

Symptoms commonly last 2 to 7 days and most persons recover without treatment. 

However, in some persons, the diarrhea may be so severe that the patient needs to be 

hospitalized. Salmonella infection may spread from the intestines to the bloodstream, and 

then to other body sites and can cause death unless the person is treated promptly with 

antibiotics. The elderly, infants, and those with impaired immune systems are more likely 

to have a severe illness from Salmonella infection. 

 

In order to prevent salmonella infections associated with animals DHMH recommends the 

following: 

 Recognize the risk of Salmonella infections in pets, including chicks, ducklings, 

rabbits, amphibians including aquatic frogs and reptiles, and other animals. 

 

 Wash hands thoroughly with soap and water right after handling any pets, pet food, 

treats and water. 

 

 Kitchen sinks should not be used to empty or wash the pet’s habitat (e.g., cage, 

aquarium or tank). If possible, empty and wash the habitat outside of the home, 

using disposable gloves. If bathtubs are used for cleaning the pet’s habitat, they 

should be cleaned thoroughly and disinfected with bleach. Young children should 

not be allowed to clean the pet’s habitat. 

 

 People at highest risk for serious Salmonella infections are children under 5 years 

old, older persons, pregnant women, or people who have weak immune systems, 

such as cancer patients and those undergoing chemotherapy or organ transplants. 

These people should avoid contact with animals and pets and their habitat (e.g., 

cage, aquarium or tank). 

 

 Watch for symptoms of Salmonella infection such as diarrhea, fever, and abdominal 

cramps in yourself or in your family members. Call your health care provider if you 

or a family member has any of these symptoms. 

 

Additional information concerning the health-related risks of owning and caring for 

animals can be found at:  http://www.cdc.gov/healthypets.  

 

For more information about the recent cases linked to African Dwarf Water Frogs:  

http://www.cdc.gov/salmonella/water-frogs-0411/041911/index.html  
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