
Rabies Prevention and Care 

Summer is the time of year when we all begin to enjoy the great outdoors. The beautiful 
weather provides opportunity for us to get out and interact with all aspects of nature, 
including wild animals. Unfortunately, sometimes interaction with wildlife leads to the spread 
of rabies.  
 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, rabies is a virus that infects the 
central nervous system, ultimately causing disease in the brain, and if not treated, death.  
The disease may be transmitted through contact with a rabid animal through a bite, or 
scratch or contact with saliva (from a rabid animal) that enters a mucous membrane of 
open wound.  
 
Each year thousands of wild animals are tested for rabies due to concerns of human 
exposure. The disease is more commonly transmitted to humans by domestic animals that 
have come into contact with rabid animals, in particular dogs. Though domestic dogs are 
the source of the vast majority of human rabies deaths, there are other animals to be aware 
of, including cats, raccoons, skunks, foxes, coyotes, bats, beavers, and ferrets. It is important 
that exposure to wild animals is kept at a minimum. Some signs that may indicate that a 
wild animal has rabies are: disorientation, or snappy, agitated, or aggressive behavior. 
Conversely, a rabid animal may appear tame and docile, even to the point of being 
unfearful of humans. In this instance, it is not uncommon for them to approach humans and 
homes, whereas they would typically shy away. Behavior varies; therefore it is always best to 
never approach a wild animal. Unfortunately, despite our best efforts to remain at a safe 
distance some rabid animals tend to nest closer than they should; for example, bats. Bats 
suffering from rabies are not limited to any particular area but scattered widely. In many 
instances rabid bats nest within homes, putting homeowners and pets at higher risk of 
contracting the virus. According to studies, people who contracted rabies in the United 
States were mostly infected by a bat.  Unrecognized exposures to bats are a concern and 
may occur when persons in the same room as a bat are unaware that a bite or direct 
contact has occurred (e.g., a sleeping person awakens to find a bat in the room or an 
adult witnesses a bat in the room with a previously unattended child or mentally disabled 
person). Bat bites are practically undetectable after just a few hours. 
 
In animals, the early symptoms include aggression, restlessness, and irritation. As the disease 
progresses the animal may show become hypersensitive to touch and sound, Foaming of 
the mouth, disorientation, paralysis of the throat, mouth and hind legs, seizures, and sudden 
death. The early symptoms of rabies in people are illnesses, including fever, headache, and 



general weakness or discomfort. As the disease progresses, more specific symptoms appear 
and may include insomnia, anxiety, confusion, slight or partial paralysis, excitation, 
hallucinations, agitation, hypersalivation (increase in saliva), difficulty swallowing, and 
hydrophobia (fear of water). When left untreated, death usually occurs within days of the 
onset of these symptoms. Rabies is 100% preventable in humans when prompt medical care 
is provided therefore, it is important to receive medical treatment immediately.  
 
In the event there is an animal bite, scratch or exposure occurs, take the following 
immediate actions: 
 
• Wash the victim’s wounds thoroughly with soap and running water for 15 minutes. Seek 

medical attention.  
• Contact local animal control to capture the exposing animal, confine or have it tested 

(species-dependent). 
• Report the exposure to the local health department communicable disease (CD) 

nurses, who will then provide rabies risk assessments and medical guidance. If the 
exposing animal is not captured then discuss referral of the exposed person for rabies 
post-exposure prophylaxis. 

 
To help prevent rabies from spreading to pets, owners should vaccinate pets, maintain 
control of pets to limit exposure to wildlife, spay or neuter pets to decrease the number of 
strays, and report any stray or ill animals to your local animal control office. To protect you, 
your loved ones, and pets this summer, please be cautious when dealing with all animals. 
Wildlife is wonderful to enjoy and admire, but sometimes it is safer to admire at a distance.  
 
For more helpful tips, please see the resources provided below: 
 

• CDC: Rabies 
• CDC: Wound Care Post-exposure Prophylaxis 
• DHHS: NC DHHS Encourages Vigilance to Prevent Rabies 

http://www.cdc.gov/rabies/
http://www.cdc.gov/rabies/medical_care/index.html
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/news/press-releases/nc-dhhs-encourages-vigilance-prevent-rabies

