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Background on Ebola

What is Ebola?

Ebola is a virus that can cause severe infection in humans, known as hemorrhagic fever.  Symptoms of the infection include fever, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea and spontaneous bleeding.  Ebola infections may have a fatality rate greater than 50%, although this can be significantly reduced with supportive medical care.  
How was Ebola discovered?

Ebola was first identified following two large outbreaks of a mysterious fatal hemorrhagic fever in Africa in1976.  There were an estimated 284 cases (88% fatality) in southern Sudan and 318 cases (53% fatality) in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DROC).  Investigation of the outbreaks detected a previously unknown virus, which was named Ebola after a small river in DROC. 

How common is Ebola?

Ebola has been a very rare (but dramatic) disease, which has occurred only in Africa.  Less than 1600 cases have been known to occur in the 25 years since its discovery, mostly in brief outbreaks.  Since the original 1976 outbreaks, the following have occurred:


1977 - single fatal case in DROC (near original outbreak site)


1979 - 34 cases (22 deaths) in Sudan (also near original outbreak site)


1994 – 44 cases (28 deaths) in Gabon


1995 - 300 cases (240 deaths) in Kikwit, DROC


1996 – 98 cases (66 deaths) in Gabon


2000 – 425 cases (224 deaths) in Gulu, Uganda 

It is not known if there may have been unreported isolated cases in the years between recognized outbreaks, or prior to the 1976 outbreak.  

How is Ebola transmitted?

Despite its reputation as being “highly contagious”, Ebola is not easily transmitted.  The fact that so few cases have occurred over a 25 year period confirms this important fact.  In order to become infected, a person must be directly exposed to the blood and/or body fluids (vomitus, bloody diarrhea stools, etc) of an Ebola victim.  Ebola patients are usually not infectious until they are quite ill.  Outbreaks of Ebola have been confined largely to the following groups:


Healthcare personnel who provided direct care to a patient without using 

proper precautions


Family members who provided direct care to a patient or had close contact 

(including children)


People who participated in funeral or burial rituals involving direct contact 

with a deceased Ebola victim 


Persons injected with the same needle used on an Ebola patient


Rarely in laboratory personnel exposed to the virus in blood



(researchers exposed to infected primates in labs in U.S. and Canada)

Can Ebola be transmitted by insects or through casual contact?

There is no evidence that Ebola is transmitted by any type of insect, through the air, or by casual contact with a victim.  However, it is not known how the disease is initially acquired by the first case in an outbreak.  

Why don’t Ebola outbreaks happen more frequently?

While it is clear that Ebola can be transmitted from person to person during outbreaks, it remains a mystery how the first case of an Ebola outbreak develops.  It is considered likely that the Ebola virus is silently maintained in an animal reservoir population, and passes to humans under extremely rare circumstances.  However, even after exhaustive investigation, no animal reservoir has yet been identified.  

Can Ebola be treated?

There is no specific treatment for Ebola.  It is important that patients can be given supportive care, such as keeping them well hydrated and comfortable. Doing so has reduced death rates significantly during outbreaks.

How can Ebola be prevented?

Ebola infections can be effectively prevented through relatively straightforward measures, involving avoidance of contact with the blood or body fluids of an infected person.  In the case of healthcare workers, there are well-established procedures known as “universal precautions” involving the use of gloves, gowns, facemasks and eye protection.  Family members or others who care for Ebola victims must adopt similar protective measures.  Persons must also refrain from engaging in funeral or burial practices that involve physical contact with the deceased.  Once implemented, these measures have successfully contained Ebola outbreaks in the past.
Is Ebola a threat to U.S. military forces?

Ebola is not a significant threat to U.S. military forces.  Fortunately, this disease is quite difficult to contract.  As long as personnel do not come into direct contact with blood or body fluids, the risk of infection is negligible.  

