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Birds are part of our natural environment. As humans, we derive joy in seeing and watching them flying around. We enjoy feeding them and sometimes bring them into our homes to be tamed as pets. Birds have adapted to our natural environment and have adjusted to living in our midst. Their adaptation to human environment has brought them closer to humans; and their droppings have become a major nuisance and health hazard to employees in certain occupational work environments. The disease associated with bird or bat droppings is known as histoplasmosis.
Histoplasmosis outbreaks are common in the United States of America, especially in areas considered to be hyper-endemic. To name a few, there was an outbreak of histoplasmosis when workers performing partial demolition work in an abandoned City hall building in Kentucky, were exposed to bat droppings. In the year 2004, an outbreak occurred among employees of industrial agricultural processing plant in Nebraska who worked near a disturbed contaminated pile of soil.  It has been estimated that 80 percent of people living in endemic areas in the United States, specifically in Ohio and Mississippi River Valleys, have positive skin tests associated with histoplasmosis. 
Published reports also estimated that 50,000 –200, 000 cases occur annually in the United States; and about 500 cases were related to disseminated infections.  Michigan is considered a low or intermediate endemic area; the state still has weekly reportable cases of histoplasmosis. The Michigan Disease Surveillance System had reported 50 - 100 histoplasmosis cases per year, from 2003 to 2006. 
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The intent of this article is to ensure that employers and employees, safety professionals, environmental consultants, etc., are aware of the potential health risks associated with exposures to Histoplasma Capsulatum – the organism responsible for histoplasmosis. Besides, this article will identify health symptoms, likely exposure sources, related occupations, preventive work practices and personal protective equipment. 

Symptoms

Histoplasmosis is a fungal infection resulting from inhalation of spores of the organism called Histoplasma Capsulatum. Individuals infected by the organism manifest symptoms such as mild influenza-like illness with fever, cough, headaches and muscle aches. These symptoms may manifest themselves in exposed individuals within 3 – 17 days after exposures. Chronic form of histoplasmosis can mimic tuberculosis. According to the National Eye Institute (NIE), histoplasmosis, if left untreated, can cause a serious eye disease called Ocular Histoplasmosis Syndrome (OHS), a leading cause of vision loss in America between the age groups of 20 – 40. 

Exposure Sources

Spores of the organism are found in and around soils or structures where bird or bat droppings had accumulated. The organism already exists in the soil, and uses bird droppings as a source of nutrient for its growth and development. Areas of high concentrations of Histoplasma Capsulatum are typically places enriched with droppings from birds or bats. The wings, feet and beaks of birds can be secondary means of spreading the organism to the roosting sites of large number of birds. Likely places for the organism to exist will be roof overhangs, pillars, beams, roof edges, vent holes, below the fascia board and abandoned buildings. Any activity that disturbs soil around the areas where large numbers of birds or bats have been roosting is a potential and likely exposure source.  
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                                               Roof edges covered with bird droppings and serving as breathing spaces for 
                                              Histoplasma Capsulatum organism.
Occupations

Individuals working in occupations where they may encounter contaminated bird or bat droppings are at increased risk for contracting histoplasmosis.  According to National Institute For Occupational Safety And Health (NIOSH), employees working as bridge inspectors or painters, chimney cleaners, construction workers, demolition workers, farmers, gardeners, roofers, pest control workers, etc; run a greater risk of being exposed to Histopplasma Capsulatum spores.  Therefore, individuals working or preparing to work in any of the occupations, should take extra precautions to visually inspect suspected worksites for evidence of bird or bat droppings prior to starting any work activity. 

Prevention 

The summer season is near and outdoor work activities are increasingly common. Individuals working in areas contaminated with bird or bat droppings are most likely to be exposed to Histplasma Capsulatum organism. MIOSHA does not have specific regulation on histoplasmosis.  However, Act 154, or the MIOSHAct requires employers to provide “a workplace free of recognized hazards that are likely to cause death or serious physical harm to the employees”.  While it may not be practical to decontaminate all sites contaminated with Histoplasma Capsulatum organism, the following work practices and personal protective equipment may be helpful:

· Avoid work sites where there are accumulations of bird or bat droppings.

· Inspect suspected work sites for visual evidence of bird droppings before starting work activities.

· Communicate to workers about the health risks of histoplasmosis. 

· Post a warning sign with associated health risks of H. Capsulatum to pre-warn individuals. 
· If individuals cannot avoid working around a contaminated work environment, first wet the surroundings with water spray prior to starting work. This will minimize the amount of dust being released during actual work activities.

· Contaminated waste from work site should be removed, transported and properly disposed in landfills. 
· Water sprays or other dust suppression techniques should be used to reduce employee exposure to dust during construction, excavation, demolition or any activity in regions where H. capsulatum is present and is disturbed. 
· Personal protective equipment like, NIOSH –approved respirator, disposable coveralls and dust covers, are very important method of protection to employees.

Before starting any work activity that has potential risks for exposure to Histoplasma Capsulatum” organism, consult the NIOSHA document titled (HISTOPLASMOSIS: Protecting Workers at Risk. This document contains important recommended work practices and personal protective equipment that will minimize the risk of fungal infection from Histoplasma Capsulatum.  For other questions about worker health and safety precautions during disturbances of soil, bat droppings, or bird manure that might be contaminated with H. capsulatum spores, call NIOSH in Cincinnati, Ohio, at 1-800-356-4674. or http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/ncid/ncid.htm.
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