
 
Rabies                                      
 

Rabies is a viral disease that causes acute inflammation of the brain in warm blooded animals. It is one of the 

most well known of all viruses. 

Transmission of the disease. 

The transmission of the disease almost always occurs as a result of an infected animal biting a non-infected 

animal. Rabies virus does not live very long outside of the host and remains viable in the carcass of an infected 

animal for less than 24 hours. The rabies virus is shed at high levels in the saliva. However, being bitten by a 

rabid animal does not necessarily mean that the bitten animal (or human) will become infected. It has been 

speculated that only around 15% of exposed people will contract the disease. Humans, cats and dogs are only 

mildly susceptible to the disease.  

Symptoms (in animals) 

After coming into contact with the virus, the bitten animal may go through one or all of the several stages. 

With most animals, the virus will spread through the nerves of the bitten animal towards the brain. After the 

virus reaches the brain it then will move to the salivary glands where it can be spread through a bite. After the 

virus reaches the brain the animal will show one, two or all of the three different phases. 

Prodomal phase (early) 

 This phase usually lasts 2-3 days in dogs. Apprehension, nervousness, anxiety, solitude and a fever 

may be noted. 

 Friendly animals may become shy or irritable and may snap whereas aggressive animals may become 

affectionate and docile. 

 Most animals will lick the site of the bite. 

Furious phase 

 Animals become restless and irritable and are hyper-responsive to auditory and visual stimuli. 

 As they become more restless, they begin to roam and become more irritable and vicious. 

 When caged, dogs may bite and attack their enclosures. 

 Animals progress to become disorientated and then have seizures and eventually pass away. 

 

 

 

Paralytic (dumb) phase 

 Nerves affecting the head and throat are the first to be involved and animals may begin to salivate as 

a result of their inability to swallow. Deep breathing and a dropped jaw may result as the diaphragm 

and facial muscles become increasingly paralyzed. 

 Animals may make a choking sound that can be confused with symptoms of something being stuck in 

the animals’ throat. 

 The animal will get weaker and eventually go into respiratory failure and pass away. 

Diagnosis 

The current way to diagnose rabies in animals is to submit the brain for microscopic examination. 

Treatment 

There is no treatment available, once the disease develops in humans, death is almost certain. 

Only a handful of humans have survived rabies after extreme intensive medical treatment. There have been 

several reported cases (in the USA) of dogs surviving, but they are very rare. 

Vaccination and prevention 

Vaccination is the best way to prevent infection and properly vaccinated animals stand very little chance of 

contracting the disease. 

It is mandatory for all cats and dogs to be vaccinated (with a valid vaccination certificate). 

Humans working closely with animals should also be vaccinated. 

 

Summary 

All warm blooded animals are at risk of contracting rabies; however, some species are much more resistant. 

Transmission of the virus is almost always through a bite from a rabid animal. There are a variety of different 

symptoms and once contracted there is no cure, and death is almost always the outcome. The disease is very 

preventable through vaccination. While relatively rare in animals, the risk of contracting it and the outcome of 

the disease make taking precautions with wild animals and vaccination of domestic ones essential. 

If you have any questions or concerns contact your local veterinarian for assistance. 

 


