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What you will learn

e Campylobacter jejuni is a major cause of
foodborne illness.

e Symptoms usually begin 1-3 days after infection
and usually include diarrhea, stomach pain,
nausea, and fever.

e Cooking meat properly, avoiding raw milk,
testing private water sources, preventing
cross-contamination, and washing hands all help
reduce the risk of infection.

Campylobacter jejuni (C. jejuni) is a leading cause
of foodborne illness in humans worldwide and is the
most common pathogen for causing diarrhea (CDC,
2025). C. jejuni is a curved or spiral-shaped
bacterium that can move freely by swimming or
gliding in their own environment (Figure 1).

Figure 1. An illustration of Campylobacter spp.

Why do we care?

The illness caused by C. jejuni is known as
campylobacteriosis, experienced by an estimated 1.5
million people annually (CDC, 2024). The onset of

symptoms may be observed 1-3 days after the
bacterial infection and can last for 10 days (WHO,
2020). The short-term symptoms include diarrhea,
abdominal pain, nausea, vomiting, headache, and
fever (Figure 2). Though the infections are generally
not serious, some can be life-threatening.

The long-term effects have been associated with
Guillain-Barré syndrome, a severe neurological
dysfunction that causes some forms of paralysis,
joint inflammation (arthritis), and the development
of other notable gastrointestinal diseases such as
inflammatory bowel disease or colorectal cancer
(Kaakoush et al., 2015). Twenty percent of patients
need hospitalization (Shah et al., 2024), and around
124 deaths occur each year (CDC, 2024).
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Figure 2: Primary symptoms caused by C. jejuni
infection (Created by ChatGPT)

Where does it come from?

C. jejuni is zoonotic, meaning it spreads mostly from
animals to humans (Table 1). Birds are a major host
of C. jejuni, and can also be found in cattle, pigs,
and pets (puppies and cats).



Table 1: Some major outbreaks by C. jejuni over
the last decade in the U.S. (Jansen et al., 2021;
CDC, 2024)

Year | No. of Source Multi-
cases state
2021 | 64 Non-centralized No
water

2019 | 30 Puppies Yes
2018 | 113 Puppies Yes
2014 | 99 Raw milk No
2012 | 6 Poultry Yes

C. jejuni grows best between a temperature range of
98.6°F - 107.6°F (37°C - 42°C), so it thrives in an
animal’s gastrointestinal tract. However, it can
survive at refrigeration temperatures (Haddad et al.,
2009).

The disease is transmitted to humans through food,
mostly by eating

Undercooked meat

Raw meat

Unpasteurized milk

Contaminated water or ice (especially when
water is untreated)

Who is at greater risk?

Infants and children under 5 years old, older adults
(>65 years old), and individuals with weakened
immune systems are more likely to become sick
with campylobacteriosis and to require
hospitalization due to more severe illness (CDC,
2025).

How can | control it?

There are some easy ways that you can reduce the
risk of becoming sick with campylobacteriosis:

e Cook foods to their recommended, safe
temperature.

e Avoid consuming raw milk or foods that contain
raw milk

e If consuming water from a private well or open
water source, regular testing and treatment are
important

Virginia Cooperative Extension

e Keep raw meat and poultry separate from ready-
to-eat foods, for example, by placing raw meat
and poultry at the bottom of the refrigerator and
fresh produce above it

e  When handling raw meat, be sure to wash your
hands regularly and use separate utensils and
cutting boards

e  Wash your hands after touching animals

Additional Resources
Schonberger, H.L. and R. Boyer. 2024. Is it Safe?
Use a Food Thermometer to be Sure. (FST-

28NP-A (FST-493NP-A)).
https://www.pubs.ext.vt.edu/FST/FST-28/FST-
28NP-A/FST-28NP-A.html
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