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What You Need to Know About Rabies 
 

The first documented case of rabies was reported from Mesopotamia around 2300 BC.  It was 

described as being a fatal disease acquired by humans from “the bite of a mad dog.”  While the disease 

can be spread by many types of animals, not just dogs, the early observation that rabies was fatal remains 

true today. 

Rabies, a disease caused by a virus that attacks the nervous system, is most often seen in animals 

such as skunks, bats and foxes.  Cats, dogs, ferrets and livestock can also develop rabies especially if they 

are not vaccinated. 

The first sign of rabies in an animal is usually marked by a change in behavior.  The animal may 

become unusually aggressive or tame.  Staggering, convulsions, choking, frothing at the mouth and 

paralysis are often present.  Many animals have a marked change in voice pitch, such as a muted or  

off-key tone.  An animal usually dies within one week of demonstrating signs of rabies. 

People usually are exposed to the rabies virus when an infected animal bites them.  Exposure may 

also occur if an infected animal’s saliva enters a human scratch, open cut or mucous membrane, such as 

the eyes, nose or mouth.   

If you think you have become exposed to an animal with rabies wash your wound thoroughly with 
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soap and water and seek medical attention immediately.  Contact your physician and your county health 

unit and report the incident.  The animal in question should be captured without damaging its head or 

risking further exposure. 

If an apparently healthy domesticated dog or cat bites a person, it must be captured, confined 

and observed daily for 10 days following the bite.  If the animal remains healthy during this period of 

time, it did not transmit rabies at the time of the bite.  The brain tissue of all wild animals must be tested 

for rabies if human exposure has occurred.   

If a rabies-suspect biting animal cannot be observed or tested, or it tests positive for rabies, 

treatment should begin immediately.  Human treatment consists of administration of two forms of rabies 

vaccine, rabies immune globulin and rabies diploid cell vaccine.  If there is a wound, the full dose of 

immune globulin should be injected around the wound.  The first of five doses of rabies diploid cell 

vaccine is given at the same time, with the remaining injections given three, seven, 14 and 28 days 

following the initial injection. 

What can people do to protect themselves against rabies? 

◊ Do not feed, touch or adopt wild animals. 

◊ Be sure your dogs, cats and ferrets are up-to-date on their rabies vaccinations - vaccinated pets 

serve as a buffer between rabid wildlife and humans. 

◊ Keep family pets indoors at night and do not leave them unattended to roam free. 

◊ Do not attract animals to your home or yard.  Keep your property free of stored birdseed or other

foods.  Feed pets indoors.  Tightly cap or put away garbage cans.  Board up any openings to 

your attic, basement, porch or garage.  Also, cap your chimney screens. 

◊ Bats can be especially difficult to keep out of buildings because they can get through cracks as 

small as the size of a pencil.  Bat-proofing of homes and camps should be done in the fall and 
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winter.  If bats are already inside, consult your local county health office about humane ways to 

remove them.  Bats have small, sharp teeth and in certain circumstances, people can be bitten and 

not know it.  The majority of human cases of rabies are caused by bat bites. 

◊ Encourage children to immediately tell an adult if any animal bites them.  

◊ If a wild animal is on your property, let it wander away.  Bring children and pets indoors and alert 

your neighbors who are outside.   

Report all animal bites or contact with wild animals to your county health unit.  Do not let any 

animal escape that has possibly exposed someone to rabies.  Depending on the species, an animal can be 

observed or tested for rabies in order to avoid the need for rabies treatment. 

For more information about rabies, call the Arkansas Department of Health at 501-661-2893 or  

1-800-554-5738 ext. 2893. 
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