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Water-Borne Illnesses: 
How to Protect Yourself 

Special thanks to Jennifer Ranheim, 
CDTA Intern, for researching and  

writing this information.  
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If you think you might have a water-borne 
illness, contact your doctor immediately.  
Your local health department should also be 
notified so that the source of infection can 
be located and controlled.   

One must remember that the human body 
requires one to two liters of water per day in 
order to function.  When your body does not get 
sufficient water, its performance decreases 
quickly and noticeably.  Even mild dehydration 
increases the risk of hypothermia and 
hyperthermia.   

For most people in reasonably good health, the 
punishment for drinking contaminated water is a 
couple weeks of discomfort, and rest from 
wilderness activities.  For those with weakened 
immune systems, the risk is greater.   

If the choice is between the risk of infection and 
dehydration, drink the water.   

When planning solo or group hikes, always 
consider the availability of water along the route.  
If you are planning on being on the trail for more 
than a day, the $50 or so dollars for a water filter 
or purifier is well worth the investment.   
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In nature, there are dangers of drinking water 
straight from a source.  These dangers include:  
chemical pollutants, protozoa and larger 
parasites such as bacteria and viruses.    

Boiling, using iodine tablets, or a water 
treatment source will help decrease your 
chances of obtaining a water-borne illness.   

1. Boiling is the most reliable method to make 
uncertain water safe for drinking.  Water 
should be brought to a vigorous boil for at 
least one minute at altitude below 6,500 feet 
and at least three minutes at altitudes above 
6,500 feet.  Also add one minute to this time 
for each 1,000 ft above 10,000 ft.  This will 
kill bacterial and parasitic causes of diarrhea 

2. Iodine treatment is an alternative method when 
boiling water is not feasible.  These tablets are 
available from pharmacies and sporting goods 
stores.  The manufacturer’s labels must be 
followed.  Water tablets are readily available 
and should be part of everyone’s survival/first 
aid kit. Chemically treated water is intended 
for short-term use only 

3. Portable filters will 
provide various 
degrees of protection 
against microbes.   
A list of filters that 
have passed tests  
for parasitic  
removal can be 
obtained by calling  
1-800-673-8010 or visit http://www.nsf.org 
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WATER-BORNE ILLNESSES 

 
GIARDIA— 

· Giardiasis is an 
intestinal illness 
caused by a 
microscopic 
parasite called 
Giardia lamblia 

 
· It is usually contracted by drinking water from 

untreated or improperly treated water sources 
 
· Symptoms include:  diarrhea, nausea, bloating  
 
· Symptoms may appear from 3 to 25 days after 

Giardia organisms are spread by improper 
disposal of human and animal feces 
 

· Diagnosis of the parasite may be verified by 
the inspection of a stool sample for the 
presence of a parasite 

 
· Properly used water filtration systems and 

chemical treatment of the water destroys the 
parasite 

 
· An antibiotic used for seven days is usually 

effective in relieving symptoms 
 

CRYPTOSPORIDIUM— 

· Cryptosporidium is a protozoan that causes a 
diarrhea illness similar to Giardia.  Symptoms 
include headache, abdominal cramps, watery 
diarrhea, nausea, vomiting, and low-grade fever 

· Symptoms usually appear two to ten days after 
infection 

· Symptoms usually last one to two weeks, 
when the body’s immune system is able to 
stop the infection 

· People with normal immune systems are 
generally not at risk, but for people with a 
lowered immune system, this can be a 
dangerous disease 

· Currently, there is no effective treatment 

 

CYCLOSPORA— 

· Cyclospora is a cause of diarrhea ���������
prolonged illness that can last for up to six 
weeks 

· Symptoms include loss of appetite, fatigue, 
and sporadic diarrhea 

WHY CAN’T I JUST  
DRINK THE WATER? 


