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Clean hands in the Borders  
 
Like many people,  Brian and Elspeth Currie didn’t know too much about E.coli O157 ... 
until 2004 when their grand-daughter became infected during a family holiday at their 
home in the Borders.   Following 5 year old Lucy’s recovery from HUS the whole family 
wanted to help raise awareness and carried out some fundraising for HUSH.  They were 
also very impressed with the lightboxes that the charity had purchased and was using, with 
positive results, across the country.   
 
Wanting to do more, they encouraged their 
local rotary club in Jedburgh to fundraise 
specifically to purchase another lightbox for 
use in schools, nurseries and youth groups 
in their area.  
 
NHS Borders hand hygiene co-ordinator, 
Judith Purves, went along to Howdenburn 
Primary School to demonstrate the new 
lightbox to pupils and staff. 
 
 “This is part of the wider National Hand 
Hygiene Campaign to reduce the spread of 
germs through improved hand hygiene.” 
says Ms Purves.  “Poor hand hygiene is the 
primary route for the spread of infection”. 
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“If you could see the germs, you’d wash your hands”  … 
 
This is one of the slogans for the public campaign being re-launched by NHS Scotland on 14th 
January 2008 to encourage good hand hygiene.  It will run for 7 weeks and will include adverts on 
television, radio, billboards and the internet, and also washroom posters, some of which will be 
sonically activated (that is they will play a short message when someone walks past them). 
 
The campaign follows on from the drive to improve hand-washing in schools during 2007 when  
hand hygiene packs were distributed to schools throughout the country.  These were aimed at dif-
ferent age groups and included information, posters and an animated cartoon on dvd.  
 
HUSH was invited by some schools to back up their work with the children, by speaking to parents 
and carers.  Co-ordinator, Ishbel Mackinnon, has been accompanied on some visits by HUSH 
members who have movingly given their personal account of the effects of E.coli. 
 
Further information can be found on www.washyourhandsofthem.com 

  



HUSH, PO Box 159, Hayes, Middlesex, UB4 8XE 
 

Donations can be sent to above address or made via a secure internet site—www.justgiving.com/hush/donate/  
(UK Taxpayers will be able to boost their donations by 28% at no extra cost to themselves on the website) 

“Poison on your plate”  
 

This was the shocking title of an episode of the 
“Tonight” programme with Trevor McDonald 
broadcast on television at the end of September. 
 
The programme claimed that 30,000 people are 
becoming infected every year with the new 
“superbug”  ESBL E.coli, which could be killing 
up to 3,000 men, women and children.  It is the 
commonest cause of blood poisoning in the UK, 
causing infections of the gallbladder, urinary tract 
and kidneys. 
 
The bacteria has been traced mainly to chickens 
and would appear to be another problem 
associated with intensive farming methods.  
Antibiotic use in agriculture is restricted in the UK 
but this is not the case in other countries and 
much of the chicken we eat comes from 
overseas.  As the chickens continue to be fed 
antibiotics, the bacteria develops resistance to 
them and this is passed into the food chain. 
 
We have known many food scares over the 
years.  BSE cost the country £5 billion and there 
have been 161 deaths from CJD (the human 
variant), yet ESBL E.coli is much more common 
than BSE.  The first outbreak took place 4 years 
ago and killed 20 people in Shropshire, but few of 
us have heard of it.  However, scientists advising 
the World Health Organisation are very aware of 
it and are concerned.  
 
Dr Christine McCartney of the Health Protection 
Agency pointed out that ESBL is a worldwide 
problem but is only one of  a number of blood 
poisoning episodes which take place in hospitals 
and is one of many public health issues that they 
are dealing with. The HPA is doing “it’s utmost” 
and has set up 8 regional and 36 collaborating 
laboratories to monitor the problem, but critics 
claim this is not enough.   

Two years ago the Agency wanted all GP’s to be 
made aware of the situation.  The programme 
makers telephoned 50 GP’s and from those 
questioned 70% had never heard of ESBL E.coli.  
 
Over half a million tonnes of imported chicken 
meat arrives in the UK every year from EU 
approved plants, but only spot checks are carried 
out and much appears to be taken on trust.  
There is no test of ESBL E.coli and most of the 
imported chicken goes into ready meals and 
catering.  However the problem for consumers is 
knowing where our chicken comes from.  A whole 
chicken or chicken pieces purchased in the 
supermarket will show the country of origin on the 
label, but chicken products are only labelled 
according to the country where that product is put 
together .  This means our chicken curries or pies 
can be labelled as “Made in Britain” but the 
chicken in them could have come from anywhere.  
To test the safety of our food a team of UK 
scientists recently tested chicken for sale in 
supermarkets and found that a quarter of foreign 
chicken had ESBL E.coli but only one British 
chicken had the “superbug”.  
 
When questioned, Prof Peter Hawkey, 
Birmingham Medical School confirmed that only 
one antibiotic group can presently be used in the 
treatment of ESBL E.coli.  He also expressed 
concerned that in the initial outbreak only the 
elderly and those with an existing medical 
condition were affected, but that this is no longer 
the case—everyone is at risk.    
 
The programme concluded with a comment from 
Prof Peter Collignon from the Australian National 
Medical School: “If we don’t change the way we 
use our antibiotics a lot of people with serious 
infections will be back to the pre-antibiotic era, ie 
the 20’s and 30’s, when all you had going for you 
were prayers and holy water.”    
 

SINCERE THANKS TO:  
 
¨ Wigan and Leigh Magistrates Court for their kind donation of £100.  Part of the proceeds of a recent 

Quiz Night. 
¨ The Currie family for their generous donation towards the cost of posters and postage. 


