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TRENTON, NJ. — Flesh-eating bac
teria cases, fatal pneumonia and life-
threatening heart infections suddenly
are popping up around the country,
stril^g heathy people and stuiming
their doctors.

The cause? Staph, a bacteria better
known for causing skin boils easily
treated with standard antibiotic pills.

No more, say infectious disease ex
perts, ^^^o increasingly are seeing these
"super bugs" — strains of Staphylococ-
cios aureus unfazed by the entire penicil
lin family and other first-line drugs.

Until a few years ago, these dnig-re-
sistant infections were imheard of ex
cept in hospital patients, prison inmates
and the cluronically ill. Now, resistant
strains are infecting healthy children,
athletes and others with no connection
to a hospital.

"This is a new bug," said Dr.Jolm Bar-
tlett, chairman ofthe committee on anti
biotic resistance at the Infectious Dis
eases Society of America. "It's a differ
ent strain than in the hospital... more
dangerous than other staph.

Bartlett, a professor at Johns Hopkins
University School of Medicine, treated
three young Baltimore-area women this
year who got pneumonia from this
strain of staph. All had to be put on
breathing machines, and one died, he
said.

This month, a Salem, Ind., boy who
carries the bacteria in his body, caused
concern among parents whose children
attend school with the youngster.

The infections will be a hot topic at

the society's annual meeting this week
in Boston. The group has been warning
that drug con^anies aren't developing
enough new antibiotics to avert a crisis.

Dr. John Segreti, an infectious dis
ease specialist at Chicago's Rush Uni
versity Medical Center, estimates about
one in 10 patients, some with prior
health problems, die from the infec
tions.

Dr. Dan Jemigan, a Centers for Dis
ease Control epidemiologist, said ath
letes, children and military recruits are
at higher risk. Hiey are more likely to
get cuts and scrapes and share close
quarters and items such as towels and
soap. Another factor is overuse of anti
biotics, which tends to kill weak bacte
ria and help hardier ones develop resist
ance.

"Clinicians will have to think differ
ently about skin infections," Jemigan
said. "We treat most skin infections
without ever testii^ them."

Testing wiU tell whether a strain is
antibiotic-resistant, but the tests are ex
pensive.

There are no national statistics on
these infections, but health authorities
are debating whether doctors should be
required to report them.

CDC has reported on numerous in
fection clusters, including Colorado
fencing club members, college football
players in Pennsylvania and Los Ange
les, high school wrestlers in Indiana,
and dozens of Pacific Islanders in Ha
waii Many patients were hospitalized,
including most of the athletes. At least
two outbreaks have occurred among
Native Alaskans since 1996, with many
cases linked to steam baths.


