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WHAT  
CAN I DO?
When a rabies exposure 
has occurred, the likeli-
hood of an infection var-
ies with the nature and 
extent of that exposure. 
Under most circum-
stances, two categories 
of exposure — bite and 
non-bite — should be 
considered.

Wash any wounds im-
mediately with soap and 
water thoroughly for at 
least five minutes. 

Exposed mucous mem-
branes such as eyes, 
nose or mouth should be 
flushed well with water. 

Medical treatment 
should be sought for any 
trauma due to an animal 
attack before consider-
ing the need for rabies 
vaccination.

Rabies is a viral neuroinvasive disease transmitted by animals that causes inflammation of the brain. Rabies in-
fects humans and animals most commonly by a bite from an infected animal, but occasionally by other forms of 
contact with the virus such as a scratch. The virus is spread to humans from animals through close contact with in-
fected saliva. 

Rabies can be deadly if treatment is not administered prior to the onset of severe symptoms. Early-stage symp-
toms of rabies include lethargy, headache and fever. The rabies virus travels to the brain by following the peripher-
al nerves. Once the infection reaches the central nervous system and symptoms begin to show, the infection is prac-
tically untreatable and usually fatal within days.
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SYMPTOMS
The first symptoms of rabies are 
flu-like, including fever, headache 
and fatigue, and then progress to 
involve the respiratory, gastroin-
testinal and/or central nervous 
systems. In the critical 
stage, signs of hyperac-
tivity (furious rabies) 
or paralysis (dumb 
rabies) dominate. 
In both furious and 
dumb rabies, some 
paralysis eventually 
progresses to complete 
paralysis, followed by 
coma and death, usually 
due to breathing failure. 
Without intensive care, 
death can occur during the 
first seven days of illness.

TREATMENT
Rabies is treatable while the 
virus is present in skin and 
muscle tissues. However, once 
the infection spreads to a neuron, 
the virus is isolated from the 

immune system and will 
eventually make its way to 
the spinal cord and then 

to the brain. Treatment 
at this point may not be 
effective. Therefore, it 
is highly recommended 

that treatment after 
exposure be admin-

istered as soon as 
possible. Immedi-

ate treatment 
is considered 
most effective 
against rabies.

PET VACCINES
The state of Texas requires that 
dogs and cats be vaccinated 
against rabies by four months of 
age and on a one-year or three-
year basis thereafter depending 
on the type of vaccine used. All 
dogs and cats must receive a 
second rabies vaccination within 
one year of receiving their first 
vaccination, regardless of the 
type of vaccine used or the age 
at which the animal was initially 
vaccinated. Although it is not re-
quired by law, it is recommended 
that livestock, especially those 
that have frequent contact with 
humans such as domestic ferrets 
and wolf-dog hybrids, should be 
vaccinated against rabies. 


