Biological Agents in the Mail Center - Overview of Bacterial Agents
Bacteria are unicellular organisms. They vary in shape and size from spherical cells (cocci) with a diameter less than a micrometer to rod-shaped organisms (bacilli), which may be larger.

The shape of the bacterial cell is determined by the rigid cell wall. Under special circumstances some types of bacteria can transform into spores. The spore of bacterial cells are more resistant to adverse conditions e.g. cold, heat, drying, chemicals and radiation, than the vegetative bacterium itself.

Bacteria generally cause disease in human beings by one of two ways:

· By invading host tissues 

· By producing toxins 

Many pathogenic bacteria utilize both mechanisms. The diseases they cause often respond to specific therapy with antibiotics. Many of these biological agents also have an "incubation period" or time before symptoms become apparent. This time can be used effectively to specifically pin-point the biological agent in a laboratory and treat exposed individuals with antibiotics or antitoxins.

The name of the disease and the causative agent are often different. It is important to distinguish the name of the causative agent from the disease it produces. Examples of bacterial agents and the diseases include:

	Disease
	Causative Agent

	Anthrax
	Bacillus anthracis

	Plague
	Yersinia pestis

	Tularemia
	Francisella tularensis

	Smallpox
	Variola virus

	Botulism
	Clostridium botulinum


