
Because bat bites are very small and not easily 
seen, people exposed to bats can get rabies even 
though no bite is noticed. This could happen if a 
bat entered your room while you were sleeping. If 
you are unsure whether or not you were bitten, 
seek medical advice and call the local health 
authority. 
 
Exploring caves which house bat colonies 
presents a risk. Although extremely rare, it is 
possible to contract the rabies virus from the air 
inhaled in the cave. 
 

Who is at High Risk  
 

 children less than 16 years of age as they may 
be less likely to report contact with an animal 

 those handling animals (e.g. veterinarians, 
agricultural specialists) 

 spelunkers (cave explorers) 
 those walking/hiking/biking in areas where 

rabies is common 
 those travelling in areas where access to 

modern medical care is limited 
 those staying 1 month or more in an area where 

rabies is common. 
 

Prevention for Those at High Risk 
 

Rabies vaccine is normally given after contact 
with an animal suspected of having rabies.  
However, people at high risk, as listed above, can 
receive the vaccine before their departure. 
 
The vaccine is given in 3 doses over a 3 or 4 
week period and should be started well in 
advance in order to receive all 3 doses before            
departure. 

 

Rabies is an infection of the brain caused by the 
rabies virus. The rabies virus is passed on by the 
bite or scratch of an infected animal. Individuals 
potentially exposed to rabies must seek 
prompt medical attention, even if they have 
been vaccinated against rabies. 

 
If not treated, rabies almost always results in the 
death of the person. 
 
Risks When Travelling 
Internationally  
 

All mammals can be infected with rabies. In 
some developing countries, rabies is quite 
common and can be present in many domestic 
animals. Even vaccinated animals can sometimes 
transmit rabies. 
 
Exposure to bats is considered to be a high risk. 
 
If you suspect you have been bitten by a rabid 
animal, modern medical care may not be readily 
available. 
 
How a Person Gets Rabies 
 

Saliva from a rabid animal entering the bite 
wound is the main way people become infected. 
 
Rarely, a person can become infected by a  
non-bite exposure when the saliva of a rabid 
animal enters the eyes, nose, or mouth, or comes 
in contact with an existing wound.   
 
Children need to be warned about touching or 
playing with strange animals. If they are bitten 
and the bite is minor, they may not tell you about 
it. Rabies can be transmitted if the child has a 
scratch and the animal licks it. 
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A person who has previously received a complete 
pre-exposure series of vaccine (3 doses), and is 
exposed to an animal that may be rabid, should 
get at least 2 more doses of rabies vaccine. One 
dose should be given right away and another 3 
days later. RIG may not be needed. 
 
The decision to administer RIG and vaccine 
immediately after exposure should be based on 
the behaviour of the animal, the presence of 
rabies in the area, and the circumstances of  the 
bite. 
 
The antimalarial drugs mefloquine or chloroquine 
may interfere with antibody response to the rabies 
vaccine, if the vaccine is given under the skin 
instead of in the muscle. Tell health care 
providers if you are taking these drugs. 
 
How to Tell if an Animal has Rabies 
 

In the early stages of rabies an animal may look 
healthy, however, animals with rabies eventually 
show strange behaviour. 
 
A rabid animal can pass on the rabies virus up to 
10 days before it starts to show any symptoms. 
 
Symptoms of a rabid animal may include: 

 a drooping head, drooling, or partial 
paralysis, such as in the rear legs 

 the animal becoming very aggressive or  
excited followed by periods of depression 

 wild animals losing their fear of humans. 
 
Prevent Rabies 
 

Do not: 
 get bitten or scratched. 
   feed or try to make pets of wild animals 
   leave small children alone with animals 
   approach dogs or cats you do not know. 
   touch bats - alive or dead! 
   touch any dead animal. 
 

For information call 
the Travel Health Centre  

at (306) 766-7600. 
 

Visit the Regina Qu’Appelle Health Region 
website at www.rqhealth.ca 

What You do if Possibly Bitten by or 
Exposed to an Animal While 
Travelling 
 

The first thing you can do is thoroughly wash the 
wound with soap and water. At the very least, 
flush it with lots of water. Whenever skin is 
broken by a bite or scratch, see a health care 
provider who gives you advice about the need 
for treatment to prevent rabies.   
 
A tetanus booster is needed if you have not had 
one in the last 5 years. 
 
If the skin has been broken, report the animal bite 
to the local health authority. If  possible, provide 
the name, address and telephone number of the 
animal’s owner.   
 
When to Seek Treatment 
 

Treatment should be started as soon as possible. 
Rabies symptoms can appear anywhere from 1 
week to 1 year or more after the bite from a rabid 
animal, depending on where the bite is, how 
severe the bite is, and the strain of rabies. 
 
If you are bitten and unable to access treatment at 
your destination, you need to seek treatment in 
another country or you should return home 
immediately to begin treatment. 
 
Treatment to Prevent Rabies 
 

After exposure, 2 products are used to prevent 
rabies.   
 
If you have never been immunized for rabies, a 
dose of Rabies Immune Globulin (RIG) is given. 
It helps to neutralize the virus before it becomes 
established. Most of the RIG is injected into and 
around the exposure site, and the rest is given by 
injection at different sites, if needed. 
 
This is followed by 4 or 5 doses of rabies vaccine 
given over 14 to 28 days to help your immune 
system make antibodies against the rabies virus. 
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