DPH Investigating Outbreak of
Whooping
Cough
in
Kent
County; Urging Residents to
Get Vaccinated
DOVER – The Division of Public Health (DPH) is investigating
an outbreak of pertussis, commonly known as whooping cough, in
Kent County. Whooping cough is a highly contagious disease
transmitted by coughing or sneezing, or coming in direct
contact with respiratory secretions of infected persons. The
most common symptom is uncontrollable coughing spells often
followed by a characteristic “whoop” sound. The disease can
cause severe illness in infants and young children.
The outbreak investigation began in June when DPH learned of
cases occurring among the county’s Amish population. Pertussis
is a reportable disease in Delaware, and notification to DPH
of confirmed or suspected cases is required. As of August 18,
2018, DPH had identified 97 cases of the disease among Amish
individuals. On August 22, DPH received confirmation that the
disease has spread, infecting a Kent County child, whose
family has ties to the Amish, but lives outside of the
community.
“This is an extremely serious situation. Whooping cough is a
highly communicable disease, and infants and young children
are at greatest risk for severe, even deadly, complications,”
said DPH Director Dr. Karyl Rattay. “Pertussis is a vaccinepreventable disease and we are urging everyone to make sure
they are up to date on their immunizations. It is the best and
most proactive preventive measure you can take.”
Vaccination is the best defense against whooping cough, as
well as many other diseases such as influenza, measles and

mumps. For children to be fully immunized against whooping
cough, they need five doses of the vaccine (at ages 2, 4 and 6
months, between 15 and 18 months, and between 4 and 6 years).
Women should also be vaccinated with every pregnancy in order
for the infant to have some immunity upon birth. Adults who
will have regular contact with children, or parents of a
newborn and younger children, should also get vaccinated.
Pertussis may occur among persons of any age, including teens
and adults who were vaccinated
only at a young age, although
infants less than 1 year of
age have the highest rates of
complications. Whooping cough
often makes babies and young
children so sick that they need
to be hospitalized. Older
children, adults, vaccinated individuals and those who have
had whooping cough in the past may experience a milder
illness, but can still spread the disease to younger members
of the community, some of whom may be too young to be fully
vaccinated. An infected person can spread the disease starting
when symptoms begin to three weeks after the onset of
coughing. Coughing frequently lasts for several weeks.
In 2017, 15,808 cases of pertussis were reported nationwide,
while Delaware had nine reported cases.
Pertussis is treated with antibiotics. During treatment,
individuals who have the disease should stay home and distance
themselves from well people in the home as much as possible,
cough or sneeze into the inner elbow if tissues aren’t
immediately available, and wash hands frequently. After
completing a five-day course of antibiotic treatment, the
individual can return to work, school or other community
activities.
DPH has been working with members of the Amish community to

control the spread of the disease by having discussions with
Amish leaders, sharing prevention and social distancing tips
directly with infected individuals, and distributing flyers
with the tips throughout the community. The last outbreak of
pertussis in Delaware occurred in early 2014, also among Kent
County’s Amish population. More than 200 people were affected.
DPH is asking physicians and other health care providers to
consider pertussis when evaluating a patient with a new onset
cough illness. Report known or suspected cases of pertussis
promptly to the DPH Office of Infectious Disease Epidemiology
at 302-744-4990, fax to 302-223-1540, or email to
reportdisease@delaware.gov.
For Additional Information
• CDC – Pertussis: http://www.cdc.gov/pertussis/
•
Pertussis
Diagnostic

Testing:

https://www.cdc.gov/pertussis/clinical/diagnostic-testing/inde
x.html
•
Pertussis
Vaccination:
https://www.cdc.gov/pertussis/vaccines.html
•
Pertussis
Frequently
Asked
Questions:
https://www.cdc.gov/pertussis/about/faqs.html
•
Postexposure
Antimicrobial
Prophylaxis:
https://www.cdc.gov/pertussis/outbreaks/pep.html
A person who is deaf, hard-of-hearing, deaf-blind or speechdisabled can call the DPH phone number above by using TTY
services. Dial 7-1-1 or 800-232-5460 to type your conversation
to a relay operator, who reads your conversation to a hearing
person at DPH. The relay operator types the hearing person’s
spoken words back to the TTY user. To learn more about TTY
availability in Delaware, visit http://delawarerelay.com.
Delaware Health and Social Services is committed to improving
the quality of the lives of Delaware’s citizens by promoting
health and well-being, fostering self-sufficiency, and
protecting vulnerable populations. DPH, a division of DHSS,

urges Delawareans to make healthier choices with the 5-2-1
Almost None campaign: eat 5 or more fruits and vegetables each
day, have no more than 2 hours of recreational screen time
each day (includes TV, computer, gaming), get 1 or more hours
of physical activity each day, and drink almost no sugary
beverages.

