
VET CALL

RABIES ALERT
Knowledge precaution and vaccination can keep you and your livestock safe against this deadly disease.

It was about 9 o’clock on a warm
spring evening. The couple was relaxing
in the TV room of their farm house
watching a movie. Suddenly they heard a
sound outside. It seemed to be coming
from their herd of cattle pastured in the
field next to the house. The eerie noise
had an almost unearthly quality and was
gaining in intensity.

The man moved quickly, calling his
son who was in another room, while
pulling on his boots. Both ran for the pick-
up parked in the driveway. The hilly pas-
ture was bordered by a paved road on the
top side and a dirt road on the lower side.
Driving on the dirt road, they cut into the
field staying on the outer perimeter of the
fenceline while shining a spotlight on the
herd. The group of Angus cows and calves
were gathered together looking at some-
thing in their midst. As the truck drew
nearer, the cattle parted, and the beam of
light shone on a wild-eyed raccoon with
ruffed-up fur. The animal was staggering
and acting strangely. Both men immedi-
ately suspected rabies since the disease
was on the upswing in their state.

Seeing an avenue of escape, the rac-
coon made a run in the direction of the
nearby woods. The cattle pursued the rac-
coon, butting and kicking at it. When the
animal ran under the fence, the man
gunned the truck, overtook the animal
and ran over it with the left front tire.
The husband hoped that he had missed
the head. He knew the brain would have
to be intact for diagnosis at a state labora-
tory.

The following day their local veterinar-
ian gave them instructions on how to ship
the raccoon to a laboratory. The animal
was to be handled with rubber gloves,
packed in several plastic bags, then
placed in a styrofoam cooler with an ice
pack, sealed in a cardboard box clearly
marked “laboratory specimen” and
shipped by United Parcel Service. Inside
the cardboard box was to be a narrative of
the circumstances under which the ani-
mal had been obtained along with the ad-
dresses and daytime phone numbers of
all people involved.

The specimen was received at the
Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture
Summerdale Laboratory the following
day. Tom Wampler, virology supervisor of
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the lab, examined the brain of the rac-
coon. Luckily, the results of the test for ra-
bies proved to be negative. Wampler says
he suspects the raccoon made the unfor-
tunate mistake of wandering into a herd
where the cows were being naturally pro-
tective of their calves.

of strays. We also have less
exposure to wild animals
because of urbanization. Still,
we cannot seem to eradicate
tbe disease since it i s
prevalent in wildlife ”

- Dale Moore, DVM

In the event the animal had tested
positive, Wampler would have notified the
Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture
in Harrisburg. "When we report an ani-
mal has tested positive for rabies to the ag
department, our responsibility stops,” he
explains. "The ag department will then re-
port to its regional office in the area where
the specimen was found and to the veteri-
narian or owner who submitted it. The re-
gional officials visit the farm to discuss the
types of exposure that may have occurred
and to review the vaccination history of
the herd and other animals that may have
been exposed. Depending on exposures,
the ag department may quarantine the
farm for a period of 180 days. If the ani-
mals are vaccinated or the exposure is
questionable, the time could be shorter.”

Wampler says all warm-blooded ani-
mals are susceptible to rabies, although
generally the disease is associated with
wild animals such as the skunk, bat, rac-
coon and fox, with cats and dogs being the
carriers among the domestic species.
Many people forget that cattle, sheep,
horses, goats and all other livestock are
counted in with the domestic species.

Even though the percentages testing posi-
tive are not large, Wampler advises cattle
producers to be on the alert for possible
rabies cases on their farms.

The figures at the Summerdale lab,
which is one of three in Pennsylvania,
would confirm that rabies cases in cattle,
although infrequent, are still occurring.
In 1988, when the outbreak of rabies was
on the increase in the state, of 1,551 over-
all cases tested, 7.6 percent were positive;
of 116 bovine tested, 12 percent, or 14,
were positive. In 1993, of 1,208 overall
cases tested, 22.4 percent were positive; of
83 bovine tested, 2.4 percent, or two cows,
tested positive.

In 1992, of 1,071 overall cases tested,
26 percent were positive; of 77 bovine
tested, 15 percent, or 12, were positive.
"This was one of the highest percentages
in recent years, but I like to see at least
100 animals checked before we put a lot
of emphasis on percentage of positives,”
Wampler explains.

According to the Center for Disease
Control (CDC) in Atlanta, Ga., the rabies
virus is found in every state with the ex-
ception of Hawaii. Of all rabid animals re-
ported throughout the country in the
199Os, domestic species accounted for 8.9
percent. In 1993 cats led the list of
domestic species, with cattle being second
and dogs third. CDC reports rabies in
livestock is most common in late
spring/early summer and in winter, possi-
bly reflecting the preceding seasonal
peaks in skunks.

Dr. Dale Moore, Extension veterinar-
ian for Penn State College of Agricultural
Sciences, says even though figures show
rabies in livestock does not occur in large
numbers, it is potentially dangerous. This
is due mainly to the fact most producers
do not consider taking precautions
against the disease when cattle become
ill. She cautions that rabies in cattle can
mimic many other diseases, since the
virus localizes in the brain and disrupts
the central nervous system.

Moore advises cattle producers to
watch for signs of rabies in their animals.
These can include abnormal behavior such
as becoming aggressive or passive, bellow-
ing frequently, staggering and falling
down, and suffering paralysis of the throat.

"I think we have come a
long way in controlling
rabies. Much of this due
to our program for
vaccinating dogs and
cats reduce number
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