
Rabies in Indiana
Melissa Justice, DVM
Director of Small Animal Health Programs



Rabies in Indiana

Melissa Justice, DVM
Director of Small Animal Health Programs



What is Rabies?
Neurotropic Viral Infection – Lyssavirus

Essentially 100% fatal once clinical 
signs noted
Human Post-Exposure Prophylaxis (rPEP) is 

generally curative if administered BEFORE 
clinical signs

Incubation period is 3 weeks to 12 
weeks.  
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What is Rabies?
All mammals are susceptible to rabies

Only a few species are important reservoirs for infection
 Bat
 Skunk
 Fox
 Raccoon

Small prey animals (squirrels, field mice, etc.) do NOT typically carry rabies



Transmission of the virus

Transmission occurs through 
DIRECT contact with saliva or nervous tissue 

from an infected animal



Rabies in Indiana
Bats are the primary reservoir for Rabies in Indiana
Approximately 15 – 25 bats are diagnosed each year
Rabies positive bats can be found in all 92 Indiana counties
Only 1 – 3 % of the Indiana bat population is positive



Rabies in Indiana
Skunk variant of Rabies identified in 2024
Last diagnosis in Indiana in 2004
Variant is present in Kentucky
Diagnosed in Clark and Washington counties
Enhanced surveillance in four southern 

Indiana counties

Source:  www.in.gov/rabies



Rabies in the United States

Ma et al. JAVMA 2021 (in press).



Human Rabies in the World

Credit Dr. Jennifer Brown, Indiana Department of Health

























Quarantine Length

Post-Bite Quarantine
 Bite to human or 

domestic animal
 10-days

Post-Exposure Quarantine
 Exposed to potentially 

rabid animal
 Consider vaccine status 

of BITTEN animal

Current Vaccine or Overdue

45-day Quarantine

Never Vaccinated

4- month / 6-month Quarantine
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Animal Bites 
to a Human



Animal Bites to Human
Perform a Risk Assessment

1. Did sufficient contact occur to allow the transmission of 
rabies virus?

2. Was the animal rabid or potentially rabid?



Did transmission occur?
 Did sufficient contact occur to allow the transmission of 
rabies virus?

Bite Exposure
Non-Bite Exposure
Bat Exposure
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Transmission of the virus

Bite Exposure
Any penetration of the skin by an animal’s teeth

Non-Bite Exposure
Open wound
Mucous membrane



Transmission of the virus
Bat Exposure
Direct Contact where a bite or scratch 

cannot be ruled out
Bat found in the same room with:
 Sleeping person
Person impaired by drugs or alcohol
Person with intellectual disability
Unattended child

Wound inflicted by canine teeth of big brown bat.
Picture was taken on the same day as the bite.

Photo: CDC.



Was the animal rabid?
If the animal is available, then determination of rabies status 
is ALWAYS required.

Quarantine / observe
Euthanize and submit sample for testing



Was the animal rabid?

10-Day Quarantine
Euthanize and 

Submit for Testing

Dogs, Cats and 
Ferrets

Wild Animals

Information from Dr. Jennifer Brown, Indiana Department of Health



Was the animal rabid? – domestic animal

Vaccination status of the animal DOES NOT affect outcome 
when a domestic animal has BITTEN A HUMAN.

Photo: Pixabay free images



Was the animal rabid? – domestic animal

Vaccination status of the animal DOES NOT affect outcome 
when a domestic animal has BITTEN A HUMAN.

THERE ARE ONLY 2 OPTIONS:
10-Day quarantine / observation of the animal
Euthanasia and submission of tissue for testing

Photo: Pixabay free images



10-Day Post-Bite Quarantine

Determine if the animal was capable of 
transmitting the virus at the time of the bite
Animal securely confined at owner’s home, 
veterinary facility or shelter facility
Do NOT update rabies vaccine until 
confinement is complete



Bite Reports



www.in.gov/rabies





Provide as much 
information as possible
Submit to Local Health 
Department for further 
investigation
If the human victim is seen 
by a physician, they will file 
the bite report



Animal bites to 
animals 



Handling the BITER



Handling the BITER:
DOG, CAT, FERRET

Vaccination Current:
Observe for 10 days

Unvaccinated / No Proof:
Observe for 10 days
VACCINATE AFTER QUARANTINE ENDS



Handling the BITER:
HIGH-RISK SPECIES

Euthanize and submit tissues for testing



Handling the BITTEN 
ANIMAL
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Handling the BITTEN ANIMAL:
WHEN BITER IS:  DOG, CAT, FERRET OR LIVESTOCK

Vaccination Current:
 Treat all wounds
 No observation necessary

Unvaccinated or Overdue:
 Vaccinate at the time of the bite
 Treat all wounds
Observe the animal (if possible)



Handling the BITTEN ANIMAL:
WHEN BITER IS: UNKNOWN OR RABIES-POSITIVE ANIMAL

Vaccination Current or Overdue:
 Vaccinate within 96 hours of exposure
Observe bitten animal for 45 days

Unvaccinated:
 Vaccinate within 96 hours of exposure
Quarantine and observe
 Dogs and Cats – 4 months
 Ferrets – 6 months



Post-Exposure Quarantine

Vaccinate animal prior to the onset of the quarantine period



Post-Exposure Quarantine 
Animal should be securely confined with two levels of 
protection from the public.
Prevent elective contact with the general public or other 
animals
Illness should be reported to a veterinarian
Animals that die or are euthanized must be tested



Post-Exposure Quarantine 
Animal should be securely confined with two levels of 
protection from the public.
Prevent elective contact with the general public or other 
animals
Illness should be reported to a veterinarian
Animals that die or are euthanized must be tested

Known positive exposures in UNVACCINATED animals will be quarantined and 
monitored by a veterinarian from the Board of Animal Health



https://www.in.gov/rabies/files/Rabies_Pet_Post-Exposure_Flowchart.pdf



Sample 
Submission



Sample Submission
Which animals should be tested?
Dogs, cats and ferrets which cannot complete a 10-day post-bite 

confinement.
ANY mammal that is exhibiting neurologic symptoms
Rabies reservoir species



Sample Submission
The Department of Health Lab is the only provider of 
Rabies testing services in Indiana
ship samples OVERNIGHT DELIVERY DURING NORMAL 
BUSINESS HOURS



www.in.gov/rabies





The Role of 
Vaccination 

Photo Source: CDC Public Health Image Library #8326



Pieracci et al. MMWR MorbMortal WklyRep. 2019;68(23):524-
528.

Rabies cases in humans and domestic animals – US 1938-2018



Vaccine Administration 

Must be administered by a licensed, accredited 
veterinarian in the state of Indiana



Vaccine Administration
ALWAYS follow the label directions

Administer full 1.0 ml dose

First exposure to vaccine requires a booster within 1 year
Age at first vaccine does NOT matter
Product used for first vaccine does NOT matter



Vaccine Administration 
Animal is considered “vaccinated” 28 days after the initial vaccine

Animal is considered “vaccinated” immediately after any booster
Overdue animals may be given either a 1-year or 3-year product
No need to “start over”



Off-label use of vaccine
Other species for which there is no approved 
vaccine
Wolves, coyotes and hybrids
Raccoon, fox, skunk
Not Prohibited
May be used at the discretion of the 

veterinarian
Vaccination will NOT be recognized in a bite or 
exposure situation



Off-label use of vaccine
Veterinarians should:
Counsel the owner that vaccination could provide protection to 

the animal BUT is not recognized as “legally vaccinated”

DO NOT PROVIDE OWNER WITH A VACCINE CERTIFICATE OR 
RABIES TAG



Exemptions
Indiana Code does not provide exemptions for medical reasons
Life-threatening allergic reaction
Immune-mediated disease
Old age
Cancer



Exemptions
Pets considered unvaccinated or overdue in exposure / 
bite situation

Will be required to be vaccinated according to the 
situation



Exemptions
Titers DO NOT replace a current rabies vaccination
Titers do not imply immunity or protection

Titers indicate an animal has received a vaccination
Can be used as proof of vaccination for international travel
Can be used in an animal exposure situation
Animal believed to have been vaccinated but owner has no proof



Questions??
Melissa Justice, DVM 
Director Small Animal Health Programs
Indiana Board of Animal Health

Phone:  317-439-4888
Email: mjustice@boah.in.gov

Indiana Rabies website: 

 www.in.gov/rabies



CDC Recommendations for Rabies Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP)

https://www.cdc.gov/rabies/hcp/prevention-recommendations/pre-exposure-prophylaxis.html

https://www.cdc.gov/rabies/hcp/prevention-recommendations/pre-exposure-prophylaxis.html
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