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A topic that comes up frequently with people contacting our Dept. is that of rabies. Because of people’s exposure to animals 

through bites or handling there are always concerns about the transmission of this particular disease. 

 

Rabies is caused by a virus that attacks the central nervous system. The disease would be considered fatal 

100% of the time for people who don’t get the vaccination when exposed to the disease. Because viruses are not affected by 

antibiotics, and there are few viral medicines, there is no real way to fight the disease once it sets in. (There has been ONE 

case of a girl that did survive rabies through extraordinary efforts but when this same treatment regimen has been tried on 

cases since then, all have died.) 

 

This little web page is not designed to provide any kind of medical advice. Different doctors would handle different 

exposures in different ways and a person should always consult with the doctor and follow that advice. But let’s just make a 

few points. 

 

Rabies is normally transferred to humans through bites from rabid animals. The virus is in the saliva of 

the animal and gets into the body via the wound. It is also possible to become infected if you come in contact with the 

animal’s saliva and then transfer it by touch onto the mucus membranes of the nose, eyes, etc. Scratches are less likely to be a 

transfer mode but are also possible. (There have been reports of cave explorers getting it by inhaling the virus in caves with 

huge bat populations.) 

 

Once the virus enters the body it grows through the nervous system toward the brain. Once there it causes severe brain 

trauma and a very painful death. Rather than go through all the details here, you can get all the information you need from 

several web sites. So for further information use the below sites, which can also be located at www.idph.ia.state.us. 

 

One of them has a really good flow chart to help you decide whether shots are needed or not based on exposure and the type 

of animal that caused the bite. Also keep in mind that all animal bites, severe scratches, etc. must be reported to this 

Dept. for follow up. 

 

Good web sites: www.idph.state.ia.us/adper/rabies.asp 

http://www.idph.state.ia.us/idph_universalhelp/main.aspx?system=IdphEpiManual&context=Rabies_Chapter 

http://www.idph.state.ia.us/idph_universalhelp/main.aspx?system=IdphEpiManual&context=Rabies_resource_manual 

 

Other topics of interest: Animal bite 
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