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Rabies – ghastly deaths are vaccine 
preventable
To the Editor: The rabies virus can be likened to a stealthy demon 
that infects and kills its host in a horrific manner. It is deadlier than 
Ebola or HIV, yet its prevalence and lethality are often unpublicised. 
Human rabies accounts for a substantial proportion of deaths 
worldwide, especially affecting children in settings with limited 
access to healthcare or lack of awareness.[1,2]

The majority of human rabies is transmitted by dog bites, and the 
One Health approach focusing on prevention of rabies in animals, 
primarily by vaccination, will therefore have a direct effect on 
preventing human rabies.[3] Despite this, rabies elimination is not 
prioritised and knowledge on rabies prevention among the general 
public and healthcare workers is often inadequate.

In 2017 there were six laboratory-confirmed cases of human 
rabies in South Africa (SA), and in 2018 there have been three 
confirmed cases, one probable case and two suspected cases to 
date.[4,5] In KwaZulu-Natal and Eastern Cape provinces, there has 
been a recent surge in rabies with deaths in children following dog 
and cat bites. The tragic loss of these young lives could have been 
entirely preventable, since effective post-exposure prophylaxis for 
rabies is available in the form of wound care, rabies immunoglobulin 
and rabies vaccine.[6] Rabies immunoglobulin in addition to rabies 
vaccine is indicated for category 3 exposures, which include bites 
or scratches that penetrate the skin, licking of mucous membranes 
or broken skin, and direct contact with bats (Table 1). Although the 
supply of human rabies immunoglobulin has been limited owing to 
cost, equine rabies immunoglobulin is available, which is effective 
and reported as safe with a low risk of anaphylaxis.[8]

Education in rural and urban communities by engaging with 
community leaders, chiefs, farmers, pet owners and schools on 
rabies prevention will create awareness among the public.[9] Annual 
vaccination of dogs and cats provided free of charge proved to be 
successful campaigns in reducing the burden of rabies.[10] These 
efforts must be sustained in order to achieve elimination and prevent 
resurgence.[11] The primary school education curriculum should 
include basic content to educate young children on the dangers of 
an animal bite and encourage them to seek help. Healthcare centres 
should display posters and provide information on rabies, and all 
healthcare workers must be adequately trained on how to manage a 
patient with potential rabies exposure from primary healthcare level 

where patients often present. Improving access to safe, effective and 
inexpensive post-exposure prophylaxis must be prioritised.

SA commemorated Human Rights Day on 21 March. Children 
are among the most vulnerable in our population and have a 
constitutional right to be protected. Against this backdrop exists a 
rabies outbreak with loss of lives. It is therefore imperative for us as 
healthcare workers to promote education on rabies prevention and 
provide effective healthcare. Working with veterinarians to vaccinate 
animals and with community leaders to educate the public will help 
in advancing the goal of human rabies elimination by 2030.[12]
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Table 1. Categories of exposure and management for suspected rabies exposure[7]

Category Type of exposure Management
1 Touching or feeding of animal

Licking of intact skin
No treatment if history is reliable
If history not reliable, treat as category 2

2 Nibbling of uncovered skin
Superficial scratch without bleeding

Wound management
Administer full course vaccine. Only stop if animal 
tested negative for rabies or is still healthy after 10 days’ 
observation
Do not give immunoglobulin, except in 
immunocompromised patients

3 Bites/scratches that penetrate the skin and with any visible blood
Licking of broken skin or mucous membranes, e.g. eyes and mouth
Direct contact with a bat

Wound management
Administer full course vaccine. Only stop if animal 
tested negative for rabies or is still healthy after 10 days’ 
observation
Administer rabies immunoglobulin
Administer tetanus vaccine
Prescribe antibiotics
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