
 

        

 

PUBLIC HEALTH FACT SHEET 

Anthrax 

What You Need to Know 

What is Anthrax?  

Anthrax is a disease caused by bacteria known as Bacillus anthracis. It can affect the skin, lungs or 

intestinal tract. Cutaneous (skin) Anthrax is the most common form. Intestinal Anthrax is the least 

common. Inhalation (lung) Anthrax is the most deadly form. Anthrax is found in hoofed mammals. 

Although it is rare, people can get sick with anthrax if they come in contact with infected animals or 

contaminated animal products. 

How is Anthrax transmitted?  

Anthrax is not contagious; it cannot be spread from person‐to‐person. People get infected with 

anthrax when spores get into the body. Most people who get sick from anthrax are exposed during 

wool processing, hide processing, handling infected animals, or inhaling Anthrax spores that are 

aerosolized during industrial processing of contaminated materials. Exposure can also occur through 

a bio terrorist event.  

Where is Anthrax found? 

Anthrax is common in agricultural regions of the world. Anthrax is more common in developing 

countries and countries that do not have veterinary public health programs that routinely vaccinate 

animals against anthrax. Anthrax is rare in the United States, but sporadic outbreaks do occur in wild 

and domestic grazing animals such as cattle or deer. 

 

What are the symptoms?  

Symptoms vary depending on how the disease was spread, but usually occur within 7 days after 

contact.  

Inhalation (lung): The first signs may look like a common cold. After several days, the symptoms 

may lead to severe breathing problems and shock. Inhalation Anthrax is often fatal.  

Intestinal (gastrointestinal): The first signs are nausea, loss of appetite, vomiting (especially bloody 

vomiting), and fever followed by stomach pain, and severe diarrhea.  



Cutaneous (skin): The first sign is a pimple that could contain fluid, progressing to a depressed black 

ulcer; the area is swollen, red; and often painless.  

Injection: Symptoms are similar to those of cutaneous anthrax, but injection anthrax can spread 

throughout the body faster and be harder to recognize and treat than cutaneous anthrax. A group of 

small blisters or bumps that may itch, appearing where the drug was injected. A painless skin sore 

with a black center that appears after the blisters or bumps and progresses into a deep abscess under 

the skin or in the muscle where the drug was injected.   

What are the types of Anthrax infection?  

There are four forms of Anthrax infection: cutaneous (skin), inhalation, gastrointestinal, and 

injection.  

Inhalation Anthrax (infection in the lung) results from inhaling spores of the Anthrax bacteria. The 

Anthrax bacteria can be found in industrial processes such as tanning hides and processing wool or 

bone.  

Intestinal Anthrax comes from ingesting contaminated undercooked meat. There is no evidence that 

milk from infected animals transmits Anthrax.  

Cutaneous (skin) Anthrax is caused by contact with tissues of animals dying of the disease; or by 

contact with hair, wool, hides, or products made from them. Contact with soil associated with 

infected animals or contaminated bone meal used in gardening is also a source of infection.  

Injection Anthrax has never been reported in the United States but has been identified in heroin-

injecting drug users in northern Europe.  Symptoms are similar to cutaneous anthrax but the 

infection is deep under the skin or in the muscle where the drug was injected and spreads faster 

throughout the body. 

Person‐to‐person spread of Anthrax is not likely, if it occurs at all. There is no need to treat 

contacts of persons ill with Anthrax, (such as household contacts, friends, or coworkers), unless 

they are also exposed to the bacteria.  

 

 

 

For more information on Anthrax, call (816) 325-7204  

For additional copies, visit our website at http://www.ci.independence.mo.us/Health/ 
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