
 

Vibrio Infection Rare, Despite Hype 

GALVESTON COUNTY, Texas – Media reports about the very unfortunate case of a man contracting 

“flesh eating bacteria” at a Galveston beach in June continue to dominate news and social media. Many of 

these reports and social media posts, whether through hype or the exclusion of comprehensive 

information, continue to create to unnecessary panic for thousands of beachgoers.  

Vibrio Bacteria 

 Vibrio bacteria, typically referred to as “flesh eating bacteria,” is naturally present in warm salt 

and brackish water. People who’ve been in beach water anywhere have likely been exposed to Vibrio 

bacteria and likely did not have a negative reaction. 

 Statistics show it’s rare for a person to develop a serious infection from Vibrio bacteria. When 

such infections occur, it’s common the affected person had preexisting immune-suppressing health 

conditions and open sores or wounds.  

 More than 6 million people visited Galveston in 2015 and the unfortunate case recently in the 

news is one extreme example of a serious Vibrio wound infection. There is no trend of an increase in 

Vibrio infection in Galveston County. In fact, there are currently fewer cases than years past. 

Beach Watch Advisories 

  Despite many reports, Texas Beach Watch advisories are NOT an indication of an increase in the 

presence of Vibrio bacteria.  

 The Galveston County Health District participates in a federal program that tests hundreds of 

recreational swimming sites in the United States. The program, known as Texas Beach Watch in our state, 

tests for a bacterial indicator called enterococcus. The bacteria is common in flood water and often spikes 

after periods of heavy rain. Galveston County routinely tests 52 beach sites through the program.  

When a sample shows the level of enterococcus above the EPA standard for safe swimming, an 

advisory is issued for the beach corresponding to that testing site. Sites with elevated levels are tested 

daily until the level comes down, which typically takes a day or so. Galveston County advisories are 
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indicated with a sign on the beach and online at TexasBeachWatch.com and www.gchd.org. 

When an advisory is issued, the affected beach is not closed. An advisory is issued to inform the 

public of the elevated bacteria level so people can make an informed choice about swimming in the 

affected waters. Avoiding advisories is as simple as moving to a beach a few blocks away from those 

affected. 

Bacteria Risk 

Like Vibrio, most healthy people will not be affected by enterococcus, although people with pre-

existing health conditions or open sores or wounds are more susceptible to infection. Bacteria can enter 

the body through a break in the skin or by being ingested.  

 If you cut yourself while in untreated water anywhere (examples: ocean, lake, pond, river, Gulf of 

Mexico), you need to immediately leave the water and thoroughly clean the wound. You then need to 

monitor the wound and see a doctor if there’s any sign of redness or swelling. If you notice similar 

symptoms anywhere on your body, especially in a sore or wound, you need to see a doctor immediately. 

Learn more about Vibrio at www.cdc.gov/vibrio  

See current Beach Watch advisories at www.texasbeachwatch.com or www.gchd.org.   

About the Galveston County Health District 
The Galveston County Health District (GCHD) protects the everyday health and well-being of its community through public health programs and 
services. Examples of GCHD public health services include Air & Water Pollution Services, Community Outreach, Consumer Health Services, 
Epidemiology, Immunizations, Public Information, Public Health Preparedness, STD/HIV Control Services, Tuberculosis Services, Vital 
Statistics, and WIC. Additionally, GCHD operates the county’s largest animal services operation, the Animal Resource Center, and the county’s 
largest emergency medical services operation, the Galveston Area Ambulance Authority. GCHD also provides administrative oversight of 
Coastal Health & Wellness, the county’s Community Health Center. Learn more about GCHD at www.GCHD.org.  
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