
Introduction
Rabies is a disease caused by a virus in the Rhabdoviridae 
family that affects the central nervous system of the 
infected host. All mammals, including domestic and 
non-domestic animals and humans, can be infected with 
the virus. However, rabies in the United States is report-
ed most often in raccoons (Proyon lotor), striped skunks 
(Mephitis mephitis), Eastern gray (Urocyon cinereo-
argenteus) and red (Vulpes vulpes) foxes, groundhogs 
(Marmota monax), and several species of bats (Figure 
1). Squirrels, chipmunks, mice, rats, and rabbits rarely 
are affected by rabies and are not known to have trans-
mitted rabies to humans.

Prior to 1960, the majority of reported cases of rabies 
occurred in domestic animals; today less than 10 % of 
all reported cases involve pets or livestock. Between 
1980 and 1997, 34 human cases of rabies were reported 
in the United States. Of these, 19 cases were attributed 
to bats, particularly the silver-haired bat (Lasionyctaris 
noctivagans). However, in 10 cases, no definitive his-
tory of the person coming into direct contact with a bat 
was found. The last confirmed case of human rabies in 
Virginia was an individual who succumbed to a strain 
of raccoon rabies in February 2003.  Prior to that, the 
last confirmed human deaths in Virginia associated 
with rabies were bat rabies cases in 1998 and 1953.
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