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Frequently Asked Questions: Communicable Diseases and Outbreaks in Summer 
Camps--Information for Camp Directors and Health Personnel 

 
1. What is an outbreak? 

 
An outbreak is any disease that is present in a community in greater numbers than 
would typically be expected.  In some instances, a single case of a contagious disease 
can be considered an outbreak. Since there are no communicable diseases that are 
known to be regularly found among summer campers, two or more cases are sufficient 
evidence to alert the local health department (LHD) that the camp may be experiencing 
an outbreak. 

 
2. How are diseases spread? 

 
There are many ways in which diseases can be spread. Some of the most common 
routes are: 

 Person-to-person (e.g., cough/sneeze, inadequate handwashing, sharing utensils).  

 Through food (e.g., unapproved sources, contaminated equipment, sick employees, 
undercooked raw animal foods, or temperature abuse of food). 

 Through water (e.g., unapproved sources, contaminated water supply). 

 Through animal or vector (e.g., bat, raccoon, tick, or mosquito bites). 
  

3. What are some of the more common diseases found in camps? 
 
 Lyme disease (from the bite of a deer tick).  

http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/P4/P42070.pdf 

 Norovirus (the most common cause of vomiting and diarrhea). 
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p4/p42075.pdf 

 Whooping Cough (pertussis). 
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p4/p42147.pdf 

 
4. How can the spread of disease be controlled? 

 
Controlling the spread of disease involves interrupting the cycle of infection. For 
communicable (person-to-person) diseases, this may involve separating the sick from 
the well until the ill individual(s) is no longer infectious, providing antibiotics to the ill 
individual(s), or providing preventative medication to anyone who was likely exposed to 
the ill individual(s).   

 
In regards to the other ways that diseases are spread (food, water, and animal/vector), 
the cycle of infection is typically interrupted by identifying the source and properly 
protecting the well individuals from becoming exposed to that source (infectious agent) 
(e.g., throwing away contaminated foods, using bottled water for cooking/drinking, using 
tick or mosquito spray). Finally, proper hand hygiene is imperative to helping control the 
spread of infection.  For more information on handwashing visit: 
http://www.cdc.gov/handwashing/  

 
 

http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/P4/P42070.pdf
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p4/p42075.pdf
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p4/p42147.pdf
http://www.cdc.gov/handwashing/
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5. If illness is suspected in one or more campers or staff, what should the 
camp director (or camp health supervisor, adult leader) do? 
 
It is required by state law to report communicable diseases to the LHDs. In the event 
that illness is suspected in one or more campers or staff, camp directors (or camp health 
supervisors, adult leaders) should notify their camp’s onsite or consulting physician and 
the LHD in their county immediately. The LHD will then advise the camp director on what 
control measures should be put into place and whether or not lab specimens need to be 
collected (and where/by whom).   
 
Contact information for all Wisconsin LHDs can be found at: 
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/localhealth/ (click on the county where the camp is 
located).  

 
6. Once the camp director (or camp health supervisor, adult leader) has 

informed an LHD official of a possible communicable disease outbreak, 
how often is communication between the two expected? 
 
All communicable disease outbreaks will require open communication, and varying 
amounts of time and effort, between the camp director (or camp health supervisor, adult 
leader) and the LHD until the issue is resolved.  If there are different people in charge 
during the outbreak period, it is imperative that the camp director keep the LHD informed 
of who to talk to and how to reach them.  Email communication between the camp 
director and the LHD can be useful (e.g., for distribution of educational materials), 
however, email should never replace actual conversation and cannot be used for 
confidential information. 

 
7. In the event of a communicable disease outbreak, how can camp directors 

(or camp health supervisor, adult leader) be best prepared to help the LHD 
in their investigation? 

 
Depending on the situation, camp directors (or camp health supervisor, adult leader) 
should be prepared to provide the LHD with any information they may need to assure 
appropriate testing and follow-up are done.  This information may include: 

 obtaining histories of symptoms in the sick persons, 

 reviewing immunization records, 

 interviewing campers and staff, 

 asking about camp activities, 

 asking questions about food or water exposures, 

 asking about interactions that occur between campers and persons from outside of 
the camp (e.g., activities shared between multiple camps, bus trips to and from 
camp, visits from home, trips into town). 

 
8. Are camp directors (or camp health supervisors, adult leaders) required to 

collect immunization records on all of their campers? 
 
No, in Wisconsin there are no requirements regarding the collection of immunization 
records on campers. However, there are instances where having that information is 
crucial. For example, if a case of measles or mumps is suspected in someone at the 

http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/localhealth/
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camp, the LHD would require proof of immunity (which for most individuals is appropriate 
vaccination) among all exposed campers and anyone without proof would likely be 
excluded from the camp. Therefore, to be best prepared for these circumstances, it is 
recommended that complete immunization records are requested prior to the start of 
camp.   

 
9. What are some things that camp directors (or camp health supervisors, 

adult leaders) can do to prevent a communicable disease outbreak from 
occurring at their camp?  
 
Experience has shown that, depending on the disease identified, some ways to keep 
isolated illnesses from turning into outbreaks are:  
 

 Limiting disease spread with good hand hygiene and having soap and water 
available to campers.  

 Not allowing campers to share personal items (e.g., water bottles, towels, razors, 
toothbrush). 

 Notifying parents regarding sick campers. 

 Setting up and providing “sick” cabins and “well” cabins to limit exposure. 

 Considering sending sick campers home. 

 Monitoring well campers for symptoms. 

 
10. What other resources are available regarding communicable disease and 

communicable disease prevention? 
 
Wisconsin Communicable Diseases Chart: 
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/P4/P44397A.pdf 

 
CDC: Spring and Summer Outdoor Safety: 
http://www.cdc.gov/Features/MovingOutdoors/ 
 

            CDC: How to Stay Safe at Summer Camp: 
http://www.cdc.gov/media/subtopic/matte/pdf/2010/summercamp_safety.pdf 
 
CDC: Preventing Cryptosporidiosis at Summer Camp (For Parents): 
http://www.cdc.gov/media/matte/2011/07_summercamp.pdf 

 
11. Wisconsin Communicable Disease Contact Information: 

 
Wisconsin Bureau of Communicable Diseases and Emergency Response:  

Phone: 608-267-9003 

 
Secure Fax Numbers: 
Epidemiology Program: 608-261-4976 
Immunization Program: 608-267-9493 
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