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Travel-Related Rabies Virus Exposure Comes Home to Virginia
Rabies in the United States has changed substantially over the past century.1 Interventions that
include routine vaccination of domestic animals against rabies and accessibility to modern
postexposure prophylaxis (PEP) have greatly reduced exposure incidents and raised the efficacy
of PEP to essentially 100%.1 In contrast, in developing countries that have inadequate health
resources in general, lack rabies surveillance programs and diagnostic facilities, and provide
limited access to rabies vaccine and PEP, the impact of rabies continues to be substantial.2
In many parts of the world, exposure to rabid dogs continues to account for more than 90% of
human rabies virus exposures and more than 99% of human deaths due to rabies.2 While human
exposure to rabid dogs in the US has been essentially eliminated through programs to eliminate
the canine rabies virus variant, the issue and challenges of human exposure to rabid dogs by
Americans traveling abroad and the potential development of symptomatic rabies in these people
once they return to the US is a growing issue.3

Americans may rarely be exposed to a rabid dog in the US, but this risk may not be
very rare outside the US.2,4
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In May 2017, the Virginia Department of Health (VDH) reported a confirmed case of human
rabies in a state resident who had been bitten by a dog while traveling in India.8 Due to privacy
concerns, the VDH had not released further details about this case through June 2017.
However, the VDH noted that it has been working with the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) to identify any other people, from family members and close contacts to
healthcare professionals at centers where the patient sought care, to evaluate other possible
rabies virus exposures. The VDH has taken this step out of “an abundance of caution” even
though the only documented human-to-human cases of rabies transmission have involved organ
transplantation. The last reported case of human rabies in Virginia also involved a person who
was bitten by a dog in India in 2009.8

Of the 38 reported cases of human rabies in the US since 2003, 11 cases (29%)
involved patients who were infected outside the US and its territories.3
This recent rabies case of a person returning home to Virginia from India and the worldwide
rabies data provide an important warning for Americans traveling abroad: do not assume that the
standards we expect in the US for dog rabies vaccination programs and access to postexposure
prophylaxis (PEP) apply in other countries.4 This is especially true in parts of Asia, Africa, and
Central and South America.4 Americans who are planning to travel to these areas should be sure
to talk with their doctor and consider consulting local or state departments of health about the
risk of rabies virus exposure and what to do if a potential exposure occurs.4 Travelers can also
visit the World Health Organization’s rabies epidemiology web page (http://www.who.int/rabies/
epidemiology/en/) for country-specific rabies information.
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