
 

 
 

 
 

Rabies 
Background 
 
The rabies virus is caused by a number of lyssaviruses. The most common route of transmission is via bite by 
an infected animal. It can also be transmitted when infected saliva or brain tissue contaminates a cut and/or 
mucous membranes. Rabies travels through the nervous system into the affected animal’s brain. Once 
symptoms begin, the disease is fatal. There are a few behavior signs that are telltale of rabies, however, an 
infected animal will exhibit abnormal behavior such as being active during odd hours and appearing especially 
docile or extremely aggressive.  
 
Once bitten, the rabies virus has to travel through the body to the brain before symptoms will appear. The 
incubation process can last from weeks to months and may vary based on the exposure site (how far away it is 
from the brain). Initial signs are flu-like and include general weakness, headache, or fever, but may progress to 
inflammation of the brain and meninges. Clinical symptoms include paralysis, anxiety, tingling in extremities, 
paranoia, delirium, agitation, insomnia, and hydrophobia (fear of drinking fluids due to difficulty swallowing. 
Once clinical symptoms begin, the disease is almost always fatal. To date, less than 20 people have survived 
People and pets that are exposed to rabid animals should receive post-exposure vaccinations to prevent the 
disease.  
 
Management 
 
Once present, it is all but impossible to eradicate rabies from wild populations. Risks to people can be greatly 
reduced through the following precautions:  

 Reduce the number of wild animals in your area by reducing the number of available food sources (garbage, pet 
food, etc.).  

 Do not approach wild animals, especially those that appear sick, aggressive, or apathetic about your presence.  
 Keep pets away from wild animals. Keep pets current on rabies vaccinations.  

 Wear latex/nitrile gloves when handling dead carcasses.  

 Wildlife such as bats, coyotes, foxes, raccoons, and skunks can carry rabies. Domestic animals such as cats, dogs, 
ferrets can carry the virus. 

 Seek immediate care if you are bitten by any animal, or exposed to an animal suspected of having rabies.  

Reporting 
 
To report dead wildlife, please call the Wildlife Disease Hotline at 877-972-8426. Wildlife health personnel will 
respond Monday through Friday during normal business hours. You can leave a message if it is before or after 
business hours. Fresh samples are required for testing. A recently dead small animal may be collected by 
wearing gloves, double bagged, and frozen. If you have a wildlife related emergency, please call our 24 hour 
dispatch center at (623) 236-7201. If the animal you are calling about has been shot and you are reporting 
possible illegal activity, call Operation Game Thief 800-352-0700. 


