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Cause of Olympic illness identified
By Dan Gearino 
DES MOINES — Samples from individuals who became ill during the Special Olympics USA National Games in Ames, Iowa, have tested positive for norovirus, the Iowa Department of Public Health, or IDPH, said Saturday.

About 40 people were reportedly treated Friday for vomiting, nausea and diarrhea. The IDPH said norovirus is a common cause of viral gastroenteritis, also known as the stomach flu. Outbreaks are normally associated with food and water.

The Special Olympics held its closing ceremonies Friday night, and officials are concerned that people heading home this weekend will bring the sickness with them. More than 30,000 people from across the country attended the six-day event in central Iowa.

Meanwhile, Iowa athletes appear to have avoided the flu outbreak, according to two coaches.

“None of the Iowa team got sick that I heard of,” said assistant bowling coach Shirley Hinde, speaking from Waterloo.

Track coach Ron Miller of Muscatine said he learned about the outbreak when he read about it in newspapers Saturday morning, the day after the Special Olympics closing ceremonies.

“We haven’t had a problem at all,” he said.

Miller knows of one Iowa athlete, a member of the aquatics team, who was sent home during the week because of illness, but he doesn’t believe it was related to any wider illness.

The  IDPH issued a statement Saturday saying  some athletes had tested positive for norovirus, which is a common cause of the stomach flu. “Norovirus can be spread from person to person, especially among family members. That’s why it’s important for those experiencing symptoms to contact their health-care provider,” said IDPH Director Mary Mincer Hansen in the statement. “The main risk is dehydration so it’s important to drink plenty of fluids.”

Hinde said she had heard from other coaches that the illness was restricted to one dormitory, so it only would have affected athletes from a few states.

Marla Grier, coach of the Nebraska soccer team, said on Thursday that at least two of her players had flu-like symptoms during the week. But symptoms went away and the players were able to continue participating in the games.

Public health officials said they will continue to investigate the outbreak. They said the symptoms – nausea, diarrhea and cramps — may appear up to 48 hours after exposure. People who have the virus can pass it on for up to 48 hours after the symptoms end.

The public health department advises people with the symptoms to cover their mouths when coughing and frequently wash their hands.

Hansen said state health officials have contacted health departments in other states. At least 10 people have been hospitalized, and others are being held in a recreation center at Iowa State University as a precaution, she said. “We don’t want the hospitals to be overwhelmed,” she said.

(The Associated Press contributed to this article.)
