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Background
• Salmonella bacteria can cause infection

• Symptoms include diarrhea, fever, stomach cramps

• Infants, young children, the elderly and persons with weak
immune systems are at risk of complications if exposed

– Hospitalization
– Invasive disease
– Economic consequences (child/elder care workers, food handlers, etc.)

• Common sources
– Fresh fruit and vegetables 
– Under cooked chicken
– Unpasteurized eggs

• Animal exposure
– Reptiles (iguanas, lizards, snakes, turtles)
– Amphibians (aquatic frogs)
– Dogs, cats, wild animals
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Reptiles and Salmonella

• Salmonella bacteria live in the digestive tract and in the feces 
of most reptiles

• Direct and indirect exposure can cause infection in humans, 
since the bacteria can live on a dry surface for weeks
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• 1975 federal law: illegal to sell baby turtles 
smaller than 4 inches (across its shell)

• CDC recommendation: children ages 0-5 
should have no contact with reptiles

Salmonella and Baby Turtles

< 4”
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It’s a Turtle, Not a Toy!

• Baby red-eared slider turtles are commonly sold in swap 
meets, Chinatown, Santee Alley, and open air markets

• Appealing impulse purchase for parents 
– Turtle and its “aquarium” cost about $5.00
– Popular pets in child care settings
– Perception that they are easy to care for

Photo credit: Los Angeles Times
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Surveillance Data

Whereas nationally, RAS accounts for 6% of total reported Salmonella
infections in Los Angeles County:

• 2008:  10.1 (n=97); 68% of these cases involved exposure to 
turtles

• 2009:  9.2% (n=102); 62% of these cases involved exposure to 
turtles

• 2010:  6.2% (n=66) were reptile-associated

• Low-income, Latino families with young children living in 
apartments are disproportionately affected
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Planning
• Reptile-associated Salmonellosis (RAS) Working Group established in 2007

• Renamed to Infectious Disease Prevention Working Group in 2011, expanded focus 
includes food safety

• Participants: Interdisciplinary staff of DPH programs (ACDC, CHS, Environmental 
Health, Vet PH), City of Los Angeles Animal Control, Los Angeles County Office of Child 
Care, UCLA School of Public Health, and community based organizations

• Purpose: to develop collaborative disease prevention  projects
- Community outreach

- Health education material and interventions
- Organizational policy recommendations (health and safety)
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Community Empowerment Intervention

• Goal: Work in partnership with community stakeholders to:
- Increase awareness of RAS 
- Decrease demand for baby turtles as pets

• Strategy: Build community capacity to prevent RAS
- Identify and engage community networks serving children ages 0-5
- Reach out and engage early childhood education (ECE) providers and parents
- Regular Public Health updates at meetings of the Los Angeles County Child

Care Planning Committee
- Site visits and information sharing with family-based and center-based

programs
- Develop, implement, and evaluate culturally and linguistically competent RAS

prevention intervention
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Fotonovela
• Bilingual fotonovela based on a true story :

- Popular medium for edutainment; evidence of effectiveness for diverse community health issues
- Collaborative effort to design and field-test (DPH RAS Working Group, health communications 
students, community stakeholders); DHS Office of Diversity and Cultural Competency reviewed 
Spanish translation

• Readers’ theater activity: training ECE providers and parents
- Interactive, facilitates peer learning and leadership development
- Action-oriented
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Readers’ Theater in Action
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Readers’ Theater Leaders’ Guide
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Group Discussion
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Evaluation
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Results
• 5,590 fotonovelas disseminated

• To date, 143 early childhood education providers trained

• 4,721 families of children ages 0-5 reached

• Programs in SPAs 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 involved
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ECE Providers
(n=78)

Parents
(n=211) Group Evaluation Item

90% 84% Have seen baby turtles for sale

67% 25% Before this meeting, knew that turtles could make you sick

97% 96% Will not buy pet turtle if asked by child

99% 99%
Think this fotonovela is a good way to learn about the problem
of Salmonella

100% 99% Will share what they learned with others



Next Steps

• Continue collaboration with ECE providers

• Expand readers’ theater training-of-trainer sessions:

- SPA 1
- 26 LACOE (Los Angeles County Office of Education) 

Head Start and Early Head Start programs

• Work with ECE providers to reach 5,000 more parents
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For More Information

For multilingual RAS prevention materials, please  see link:
http://www.ph.lacounty.gov/acd/HealthEdReptile.htm

For more information on the fotonovela readers’ theater, 
a project of the Infectious Disease Prevention Working Group, 

please contact: Elaine Waldman
Acute Communicable Disease Control Program

ewaldman@ph.lacounty.gov
(213) 989-7214

Thank you!
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