
INVESTIGATION OF EXTENDED-SPECTRUM
BETA-LACTAMASE-PRODUCING KLEBSIELLA

PNEUMONIAE OUTBREAKS IN HUNGARY
BETWEEN 2005 AND 2008

EMESE SZILÁGYI1*, M. FÜZI2, IVELINA DAMJANOVA3, KAROLINA BÖRÖCZ1,
KATALIN SZÕNYI1, Á. TÓTH4 and K. NAGY2

1Department of Hospital Epidemiology and Hygiene, National Center for Epidemiology,
Budapest, Hungary

2Institute of Medical Microbiology, Semmelweis University, Budapest, Hungary
3Department of Phage Typing and Molecular Epidemiology,

National Center for Epidemiology, Budapest, Hungary
4Department of Bacteriology, National Center for Epidemiology, Budapest, Hungary

(Received: 3 December 2009; accepted: 15 January 2010)

Fourteen outbreaks in Hungary between 2005 and 2008 caused by ex-
tended-spectrum beta-lactamase-producing Klebsiella pneumoniae (ESBL-KP) were
epidemiologically investigated and the isolated pathogens were characterized by mo-
lecular techniques. Ten of the fourteen outbreaks occurred in adult wards and four in
neonatal units affecting a total number of 73 patients. 54% [40] of the patients devel-
oped bloodstream infections and 21.9%–21.9% [16] pneumonia and surgical site in-
fections, respectively. The overall rate of mortality proved high: 36.9% [27]. Out-
breaks in adults affected more patients, had higher attack rates, were more prolonged
in duration and had a 6.9-fold higher mortality rate than outbreaks observed in neo-
nates. The outbreaks in neonates were caused by SHV-type ESBL-producing
klebsiellae, while in the „adult outbreaks” exclusively CTX-M-type ESBL-KP strains
were involved. While the outbreak strains isolated from neonatal units could be as-
signed to a variety of pulsotypes, the previously described K. pneumoniae epidemic
clones, ST15 and ST147, could be identified among the pathogens causing outbreaks
in adult units.
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Introduction

Though outbreak cases account for only five percent of nosocomial infec-
tions worldwide, outbreaks are important because they result in significant mor-
bidity and mortality in a short period of time, may cause disruption of services by
ward closures and may be costly to investigate and control [1].

Third generation cephalosporins are often used to treat infections caused by
Gram-negative pathogens. Only a few years subsequent to their introduction, in
1983, enzymes that hydrolise third-generation cephalosporins and other b-lactam
antibiotics except for cephamycins and carbapenems were reported [2]. Since
then, extended-spectrum beta-lactamase (ESBL)-producing pathogens have been
established as important causes of sporadic nosocomial infections and outbreaks
all over the world [3, 4].

In Hungary K. pneumoniae has been the most frequently isolated ESBL-
producing pathogen accounting for 65% to 75% of all isolated ESBL-producing
bacteria [5]. Data obtained by the National Nosocomial Surveillance System,
launched at the National Center for Epidemiology in 2004, showed that ESBL-KP
is the second most frequent pathogen among multidrug resistant organisms
(MDRO) after methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA). In addition,
ESBL-KP proved the most common pathogen among patients in neonatal inten-
sive care units (NICUs) in Hungary [6]. This is in agreement with figures released
by the “Outbreak Database” (the worldwide database for nosocomial outbreaks:
http://www.outbreak-database.com), showing that K. pneumoniae is the most fre-
quent causative agent in NICUs, representing 20.3% of all pathogens, 35% of
which are ESBL-producers [7].

Outbreaks of ESBL-producing bacteria have been controlled by the re-
stricted use of 3rd generation cephalosporins and the implementation of infection
control measures including screening of contacts, intensified surveillance cultures
and isolation- and barrier precautions for infected and colonized patients [8–10].

The objectives of this study were the review of outbreaks caused by
ESBL-KP in Hungary between 2005 and 2008 and the genetic characterization of
the isolated pathogens.

Materials and Methods

Reporting of nosocomial outbreaks to the public health authorities is man-
datory in Hungary. Data have to be provided electronically to NCE. The electronic
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questionnaire includes the following inquiries: name of pathogen, type(s) of infec-
tions, beginning and end of outbreak, identified source of infection, number of pa-
tients and health care workers exposed, number of infected and colonized patients
and health care workers, risk factors for patients, number of deaths, number of
ward(s) affected, mode of transmission, failures in infection control system, newly
introduced infection control measures and laboratory results. In addition, contacts
of infected patients are actively screened for colonization with the outbreak strain.
Environmental samples are taken to detect any reservoirs. Health care workers in-
volved in the care of infected or colonized patients are also screened by rectal
swabs. Isolated relevant pathogens are sent to the NCE ESBL Reference Labora-
tory for further investigation with molecular techniques.

Laboratory methods

Identification of the isolates was carried out by standard procedures and/or
by automatic identification systems (VITEK – bioMérieux, Marcy l’Etoile,
France or Micronaut E system – Genzyme Virotech GmbH, Ruesselsheim, Ger-
many). Initial antibiotic susceptibility tests were performed locally by the
Kirby–Bauer disc diffusion method in line with CLSI guidelines [11] or by one of
the above automatic systems. The putative production of an ESBL was tested in
the NCE ESBL Reference Laboratory with the ESBL Etest (AB Biodisk, Solna,
Sweden) and/or with the ESBL combined disk test (MAST Diagnostics,
Merseyside, UK) according to manufacturers’ instruction. E. coli ATCC 25922
and K. pneumoniae ATCC 700603 were included as quality control strains in all
sessions.

The pulsed-field gel electrophoresis assay (PFGE) was performed in line
with the standardized CDC protocol [12]. Gels were interpreted with Fingerprint-
ing II Informatix Software (Bio-Rad). Levels of similarity were calculated with
the Dice coefficient, and the UPGMA (unweighted pair group method with arith-
metic averages) was used for the cluster analysis of the PFGE patterns. Pulsotypes
(PTs) were defined at 85% similarity between macrorestriction patterns and
marked by letters according to the criteria established by Tenover et al. [13].

Multilocus sequence typing (MLST) was performed on ten selected iso-
lates according to Diancourt et al. [14]. Allele sequences and sequence types (STs)
were verified at the http://pubmlst.org/kpneumoniae website.
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Results

Ten of the fourteen outbreaks investigated occurred in adult wards and four
in neonatal units. Eight of the adult outbreaks and three of the neonatal outbreaks
affected patients in intensive care units. The median duration of the outbreaks was
46 days (range 22–116 days). The baseline epidemiological data collected about
the outbreaks are summarized in Table I.

The total number of infected patients was 73. In addition, 53 patients and 5
health care workers proved colonized with ESBL-KP.

Twenty-seven patients died, causing a crude mortality of 36.9%. In three
outbreaks the outbreak strain was identified in environmental samples as well. At-
tack rates varied between 9.6% to 50% when considering only infections and
11.8% to 87.3% when colonized patients were included. In 5 outbreaks 2 wards
were affected due to patient transfer to another ward. In 7 outbreaks (50%) an in-
dex patient could be identified as the source of infection. In one outbreak infected
haemodialysis fluid was microbiologically confirmed as the source of infection. In
6 outbreaks (43%) the source remained unknown.

Modes of transmission were direct and indirect contact in all outbreaks,
except in one, where the first 3 patients were infected by contaminated
haemodialysis fluid. Additional patients acquired infection by contact transmis-
sion also in this outbreak.

Environmental samples were taken in each outbreak. ESBL-KP with iden-
tical pulsotype to that of the outbreak strain could be identified in the environ-
ment, confirming indirect transmission of the pathogen. Screening of health care
workers (HCW) was performed in 13 outbreaks. In three outbreaks one HCW in
each, in one outbreak two HCWs showed intestinal colonization with ESBL-KP
with the same pulsotype as of the outbreak strain.

Table II shows the number and types of infections, the duration of individ-
ual outbreaks and the pulsotypes and sequence types of outbreak strains.

Bloodstream infections proved the most frequent type of infection. Patients
with ESBL-KP bloodstream infections were diagnosed in nine outbreaks; blood-
stream infection proved the only type of infection in three outbreaks. Additional
types of infections were also detected, surgical site infections and cases of pneu-
monia in 7-7 outbreaks, respectively, and a single urinary tract infection. There
were three outbreaks consisting entirely of cases of pneumonia.

Common risk factors for outbreaks affecting adults were severe underlying
diseases, invasive procedures (insertion of central venous catheter, mechanical
ventilation and/or urinary catheter) and recent surgery. In NICUs and in high risk
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nursery prematurity, low birth weight, prolonged hospital stay, previous antibiotic
therapy, invasive procedures, inability of breast feeding were identified risk fac-
tors.

Contributors to outbreak were insufficiencies in hand hygiene, incorrect
practice in handling invasive devices, low nurse/patient ratio and deficiencies in
using barriers (gloves, gowns).

Implemented infection control measures were: cohort isolation of patients,
contact isolation of infected and colonized patients (use of gloves, gowns, dedi-
cated devices), active screening for contacts by rectal swabs and any relevant clin-
ical specimen and appropriate treatment of infected patients.

The number of infected and colonized patients per outbreak and the aver-
age attack rate were higher and the average duration was longer in adults than in
neonates. The average proportion of patients affected was 5.9% versus 3.5%; the
average attack rate was 34.6% versus 29% and the average duration of outbreak
was 48 versus 43 days in adults and neonates, respectively. The average rate of
colonization was higher in neonates than in adults (6% versus 2.9%). The overall
rate of mortality was 46.5% among adults and 6.7% in neonates.

The outbreaks in neonates were caused exclusively by SHV-type ESBL-
producing klebsiellae, while in the „adult outbreaks” exclusively CTX-M-type
ESBL-KP epidemic and endemic clones were involved.

All of the outbreaks reported from neonatal units were caused by distinct
genetic clones (Q, KP032, X and KP016), while in adults half of the outbreaks
were caused by epidemic clones, and belonged to pulsotype N/ST15 and
pulsotype R/ST147. The multilocus sequence typing of strains with additional
pulsotypes is in progress.

Discussion

Prior to 2005 ESBL-KP outbreaks occurred exclusively in neonates in
Hungary. Between 1998 and 2004 five SHV-type ESBL-producing K. pneumo-

niae outbreaks were reported from neonatal intensive care units throughout the
country [6]. In 2005 a sudden expansion and countrywide dissemination of
CTX-M-15 type beta-lactamase-producing K. pneumoniae epidemic clones was
observed causing both outbreaks and sporadic infections in adult patients [5, 15].

The results show that outbreaks caused by ESBL-KP strains were predomi-
nant in the adult patient population (71.4%) between 2005 and 2008. However,
outbreaks affecting neonates have not ceased in the investigated time period.

Acta Microbiologica et Immunologica Hungarica 57, 2010

ESBL OUTBREAK INVESTIGATION 49



Outbreaks in adults affected more patients, had higher attack rates, were
more prolonged in duration and had a 6.9-fold higher mortality rate than outbreaks
observed in neonates.

In 43% of the outbreaks the source of infection could not be identified. This
proportion is similar to that reported by other authors [7]. Contaminated haemo-
dialysis solution as source of one of the outbreaks is evidence of deficient hygienic
practice. In addition, common sources of infections with ESBL-KP have been de-
scribed: contaminated aspiration tubes, roll board in operating rooms, ultra-
sonographic coupling gel, infusions used for more patients [16–19]. The fact that
contact transmission was observed in all investigated outbreaks warrants the
strengthening of hand hygiene measures in Hungary. The contamination of the en-
vironment detected in three of the outbreaks emphasizes the need for better disin-
fection practices for both equipment and surfaces. Screening of contacts, per-
formed by routine (weekly) screening during an outbreak is crucial in the arrest of
transmission of the infection. Unfortunately, there is no way to effectively decolo-
nize patients or staff carrying ESBL-KP enterically, thus, patients harboring the
outbreak strain can serve as sources of infection and often contribute to the prolon-
gation of outbreaks.

Strict infection control measures, including active surveillance cultures,
contact precautions for all ESBL-KP infected or colonized patients, good hand hy-
giene compliance and antimicrobial stewardship, as recommended by the Interna-
tional Infection Control Council, can significantly reduce nosocomial infection
rates and may prevent outbreaks [20].

It remains obscure why nosocomial infections in NICUs are caused by
SHV-producing klebsiellae while adult ICUs are exclusively affected by
CTX-M-producing isolates. Diverse habits of antibiotic use and the lack of patient
transfer between the two types of departments could account for the difference. In
contrast to SHV-producing klebsiellae, CTX-M-producing strains are almost al-
ways resistant to fluoroquinolones, thus, the use of fluoroquinolone type antibiot-
ics in adult ICUs could facilitate the dissemination of CTX-M-producing patho-
gens. Moreover, it is well-established that SHV-producing klebsiellae had been
prevalent in NICUs and caused sporadic infections in adult ICUs prior to the wide-
spread dissemination of CTX-M-producing pathogens in Hungary in 2005 [5, 6,
21]. It is conceivable that the use of fluoroquinolones in adult ICUs contributed to
the elimination of fluoroquinolone susceptible SHV-producing isolates and ren-
dered the colonization/infection of patients with CTX-M-producing klebsiellae
possible, while SHV-producing pathogens continued to affect patients in NICUs.

Acta Microbiologica et Immunologica Hungarica 57, 2010

50 SZILÁGYI et al.



In addition, it is not clear why ESBL-KP infections proved more serious in
adult ICUs than in NICUs. There are no data suggesting that SHV-producing
klebsiellae could be less virulent than CTX-M-producing strains. The most proba-
ble explanation is that adult ICU patients are more prone to develop serious gener-
alized infections, which are difficult to treat. Adult ICU patients are more fre-
quently ventilated and carry invasive devices than neonates in NICUs. Further-
more, attending neonates is far easier than looking after adults.

International evidence based guidelines for preventing healthcare associ-
ated infections are available, and strict adherence to these guidelines can dramati-
cally decrease nosocomial infection rates [22–30]. Development of evidence
based recommendations for prevention of nosocomial infections is under way in
Hungary. Domestic guidelines and high compliance to them should improve pa-
tient care by significant reduction in occurrence of nosocomial infections.
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