MISSOULA CITY-COUNTY HEALTH DEPARTMENT DISEASE FACT SHEETS

RABIES OR SUSPECTED HUMAN EXPOSURE

WHAT IS RABIES?
RABIES IS A VIRAL DISEASE THAT AFFECTS THE BRAIN AND SPINAL CORD. IT IS SPREAD FROM INFECTED
MAMMALS TO HUMANS AND USUALLY CAUSES DEATH.

WHO GETS RABIES?
ALL WARM-BLOODED MAMMALS INCLUDING HUMANS CAN GET RABIES. AMONG WILD ANIMALS, RABIES IS
MOST OFTEN SEEN IN RACCOONS, BATS, SKUNKS AND FOXES.

HOW IS RABIES SPREAD?
PEOPLE CAN GET RABIES IF THEY COME IN CONTACT WITH THE SALIVA OR NERVOUS TISSUE OF A RABID
ANIMAL THROUGH A BITE OR SCRATCH.

CAN PEOPLE BE EXPOSED TO RABIES AND NOT KNOW IT?
BATS HAVE SMALL, SHARP TEETH THAT MAY NOT LEAVE A BITE WOUND OR PAIN AT THE BITE SITE, SO
SOMETIMES IT IS POSSIBLE TO BE BITTEN WITHOUT KNOWING IT. IF THE BAT IS FOUND, IT SHOULD BE
CAREFULLY CAPTURED AND TESTED FOR RABIES.

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF RABIES?
EARLY SYMPTOMS INCLUDE IRRITABILITY, HEADACHE, FEVER AND SOMETIMES ITCHING OR PAIN AT THE
SITE OF THE BITE OR SCRATCH. THE DISEASE THEN LEADS TO PARALYSIS, SPASMS OF THE THROAT
MUSCLES, CONVULSIONS, DELIRIUM AND DEATH.

HOW SOON AFTER EXPOSURE DO SYMPTOMS APPEAR?
SYMPTOMS MAY APPEAR TWO TO EIGHT WEEKS AFTER BEING INFECTED OR AS LONG AS YEARS AFTER
EXPOSURE. Once symptoms appear the disease is almost always fatal.

WHAT IS THE TREATMENT FOR RABIES?
FIRST, THE WOUND SHOULD BE WASHED WITH LOTS OF SOAP AND WATER. MEDICATION IS GIVEN WITH
SEVERAL DOSES OF THE RABIES VACCINE.

WHAT HAPPENS IF RABIES GOES UNTREATED?
EXPOSURE TO A RABID ANIMAL DOES NOT ALWAYS MEAN A PERSON WILL GET RABIES. IF TREATMENT IS
GIVEN RIGHT AWAY, MOST CASES OF RABIES WILL BE PREVENTED. UNTREATED CASES WILL ALMOST
ALWAYS LEAD TO DEATH.

WHAT CAN BE DONE TO PREVENT RABIES?
ALL CATS, DOGS AND FERRETS SHOULD BE VACCINATED AGAINST RABIES AND GET REGULAR BOOSTER
SHOTS. PEOPLE SHOULD AVOID CONTACT WITH ALL WILD ANIMALS, ESPECIALLY THOSE ACTING
ABNORMALLY.



	What are the symptoms of rabies? 
	Early symptoms include irritability, headache, fever and sometimes itching or pain at the site of the bite or scratch. The disease then leads to paralysis, spasms of the throat muscles, convulsions, delirium and death. 
	How soon after exposure do symptoms appear? 
	Symptoms may appear two to eight weeks after being infected or as long as years after exposure.  Once symptoms appear the disease is almost always fatal. 
	What is the treatment for rabies? 
	First, the wound should be washed with lots of soap and water. Medication is given with several doses of the rabies vaccine. 
	What happens if rabies goes untreated? 
	Exposure to a rabid animal does not always mean a person will get rabies. If treatment is given right away, most cases of rabies will be prevented. Untreated cases will almost always lead to death. 
	What can be done to prevent rabies? 
	All cats, dogs and ferrets should be vaccinated against rabies and get regular booster shots. People should avoid contact with all wild animals, especially those acting abnormally. 

