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Summary and Action Items 
• Providers should ask patients with unexplained rhabdomyolysis if they consumed buffalo fish 

prior to the onset of their symptoms and if they report they ate fish, the fish should be saved in 
case the fish can be tested 

• Providers should report suspected cases of Haff disease to their local health department 
• Local health departments should report suspect cases of Haff disease to the Illinois Department 

of Public Health, Communicable Disease Control Section 
 
Background 
On July 7, The Illinois Poison Center identified three individuals from an extended family in Cook County 
who had symptoms of Haff disease. All three cases had consumed buffalo fish on July 7 from a grocery 
store in Niles (suburban Cook County) prior to their illness.  
 
There have been two previous incidents of this disease in Illinois, one in 2004 and one in 2014. Both 
these incidents involved buffalo fish. 
 
As part of this investigation, the Illinois Department of Public Health and the Cook County Department 
of Public Health are trying to identify other possible cases of Haff disease. We are asking for your help in 
identifying any possible Haff disease cases in your jurisdiction. 
 
Potential Exposures 
In Illinois, Haff disease cases  have been linked to consumption of buffalo fish from midwestern fresh 
waters. Haff disease is a syndrome of unexplained rhabdomyolysis. An unidentified toxin which appears 
to be heat stable is thought to be the cause. Within 21 hours of eating the fish, persons can experience 
rhabdomyolysis. If you have a suspect case, please collect information on symptoms and details on 
the fish consumption history (type of fish, where was fish purchased, when was it eaten and 
when did symptoms begin). If there is leftover fish, no one should eat that fish and it should be 
saved in case testing can be done. Any patient who reports eating any type of bottom feeding 
species and has developed rhabdomyolysis should be reported promptly. 
 
Symptoms 
Rhabdomyolysis is a clinical syndrome caused by injury to skeletal muscle that results in release of 
muscle cell contents into the circulation. The person who has eaten the fish may experience muscle 
tenderness, rigidity and dark brown urine. Symptoms typically resolve within two days to three days and 
the case fatality rate is about 1 percent. Complications can include renal failure and disseminated 
intravascular coagulation. 
 
Transmission 
Haff disease in Illinois occurs in persons who have consumed buffalo fish obtained from the Mississippi 
river.  
 



 
 

Diagnosis 
The diagnosis is made by identifying consumption of buffalo fish less than 24 hours prior to developing 
unexplained rhabdomyolysis. Laboratory testing for the toxin in people is not available. If leftover fish is 
available from the meal, IDPH will contact a laboratory that may want to try to identify the toxin that is 
causing illness. 
 
Prevention 
It is not possible to identify which buffalo fish may contain the toxin. The only way to avoid Haff disease 
is not to consume buffalo fish. 
 
IDPH and LHD Response 
IDPH and Cook County Department of Public Health are following up on the source of the buffalo fish. 
 
Contact 
Please report any suspect cases of unexplained rhabdomyolysis in persons who consumed buffalo fish in 
the 21 hours prior to onset of illness to your local health department. Local health departments should 
report cases to the IDPH Communicable Disease Control Section.  

 
Additional Resources 
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/6/2/00-0215_article  
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