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Who this is for: Workers who handle untreated sewage that comes from hospitals, medical 

facilities, and other facilities with confirmed individuals with Ebola. 

What this is for: To provide recommendations for workers on the types of personal protective 

equipment (PPE) to be used and proper hygiene for the safe handling of untreated sewage that 

may contain Ebola virus. 

How to use: Use this document to reduce the workers’ risk of exposure to infectious agents 

including Ebola virus when working with untreated sewage. 

Key Points: 

 Ebola virus is more fragile than many enteric viruses that cause diarrheal disease or 

hepatitis. 

 The envelope that covers Ebola makes it more susceptible to environmental stresses and 

to chemical germicides than non-enveloped viruses, such as hepatitis A, poliovirus, and 

norovirus. 

 To protect workers against Ebola  

o Educate them on  

 What PPE to use to protect broken skin and mucous membranes and 

 How to properly use the PPE, including how to put it on and take it off. 

o Develop and fully implement routine protocols that ensure workers are protected 

against potential exposures (i.e., prevent contact with broken skin, eyes, nose or 

mouth) when handling untreated sewage. 

o Ensure all workers always practice good personal hygiene, including frequent 

hand washing to reduce potential exposures to any of the pathogens in sewage. 

This guidance is based on current knowledge of Ebola virus, including detailed information on 

Ebola virus transmission, recommendations from the World Health Organization (WHO), and 

scientific studies of wastewater treatment and workers who handle wastewater.1,2,3 Updates will 

be posted as needed on the CDC Ebola webpage at http://www.cdc.gov/vhf/ebola/. 

Some workers come in contact with untreated sewage before it enters the wastewater treatment 

plant and could be at very low risk of exposure to Ebola virus. These workers include: 

 Plumbers in hospitals that are currently treating an Ebola patient 

 Sewer maintenance workers working on the active sewer lines serving the hospital with 

an Ebola patient 

 Construction workers who repair or replace active sewer lines serving the hospital with 

an Ebola patient 
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Transmission 

Ebola virus is transmitted through: 

 Direct, unprotected contact (i.e., with broken skin, eyes, nose or mouth) with blood or 

other body fluids (e.g., , feces, vomit, urine, saliva, sweat, breast milk, tears, vaginal 

fluid, and semen) of an infected patient who is actively ill 

 Needle stick injuries from needles and syringes that have been contaminated with 

infected blood or other body fluids and tissue from an infected patient who is actively ill 

 Unprotected contact with medical equipment contaminated with blood or body fluids 

from an infected patient who is actively ill 

 Direct, unprotected contact with the body of someone who has died from Ebola 

The World Health Organization recommends that human wastes, including waste from Ebola 

patients such as vomitus and feces, be either disposed of through a sanitary sewer or be buried in 

a pit toilet or latrine with no additional contact or treatment.4,5,6 There has been no evidence to 

date that Ebola can be transmitted via exposure to sewage.7 The WHO has established guidelines 

for hygiene and PPE to prevent exposure to potential pathogens when working with untreated 

sewage.4,5 In the United States, human waste (i.e., excreta), blood, and other potentially 

infectious materials are routinely released into sanitary sewers. Wastewater handling processes in 

the United States are designed to inactivate and remove pathogens, such as Ebola. Workers 

should follow the guidelines below to prevent exposure to human pathogens, including Ebola 

virus, when working with untreated wastewater. 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) 

Workers handling human waste or sewage should be provided hand washing facilities at the 

worksite, PPE (described below), and training on how to use this PPE. The training should 

specifically address methods for the correct and safe removal of PPE to prevent workers from 

contaminating themselves or others during its removal. Trained workers should demonstrate both 

knowledge of the appropriate PPE they will be expected to wear and proficiency in its use. If 

using a respirator, the worker should be part of a respiratory protection program that includes 

medical clearance and fit-testing under OSHA’s PPE standard (29 CFR 1910.132). Workers 

should wash hands with soap and water immediately after removing PPE. Leak-proof infectious 

waste containers should be provided for discarding used PPE. Guidelines for dealing with 

potentially infectious waste can be found at http://www.cdc.gov/vhf/ebola/hcp/medical-waste-

management.html and https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA_FS-3756.pdf 

The following PPE is recommended for workers handling untreated sewage: 

 Goggles or face shield: to protect eyes from splashes of untreated sewage 

 Face mask (e.g., surgical mask): to protect nose and mouth from splashes of human 

waste. If undertaking cleaning processes that generate aerosols, a NIOSH-approved N-95 

respirator should be used. 

 Impermeable or fluid-resistant coveralls: to keep untreated sewage off clothing 
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 Waterproof gloves (such as heavy-duty rubber outer gloves with nitrile inner gloves) to 

prevent exposure of hands to untreated sewage 

 Rubber boots: to prevent exposure of feet to untreated sewage. 

Basic Hygiene Practices 

 Wash skin with soap and water immediately after handling sewage, or any materials that 

have been in contact with sewage. 

 Avoid touching face, mouth, eyes, nose, or open sores and cuts while handling sewage, or 

any materials that have been in contact with sewage. 

 Wash hands with soap and water before eating or drinking after handling sewage. 

 Remove soiled work clothes and do not take home to launder. Launder clothing at work 

or use a uniform service. 

 Eat in designated areas away from untreated sewage. 

 Do not smoke or chew tobacco or gum while handling human waste or sewage, or any 

materials that have been in contact with human waste or sewage. 

 Cover open sores, cuts, and wounds with clean, dry bandages. 
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