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Introduction

To mark the fifth annual World Rabies Day on September 28, the Global Alliance for Rabies Control (GARC) is highlighting the preliminary results of a new study that was released at the OIE Global Conference on Rabies Control this month showing that as many as 70,000 people die each year from the disease. The study has estimated the economic burden of this disease, which stands at US$4 billion, mainly affecting some of the world’s most impoverished economies.


The ‘neglected disease’

Rabies is the most lethal disease known to man, but because deaths tend to be concentrated in the developing world, and often in remote, rural areas far from adequate medical care and off the radar screens of the media, rabies has been called a neglected disease.  But it is a growing problem in many parts of the world, and the scale of the problem it presents is only just starting to be understood.

According to these latest figures, more people die from rabies than all other animal-transmitted diseases, including SARS and avian flu, whose profile and investment levels have remained high despite a relatively low number of fatalities in comparison to rabies.
A preventable killer

Rabies is preventable, through vaccination of humans or dogs. Canine vaccination, although logistically challenging, is known to produce the best results, and sustained investment in regions such as Europe and North America have succeeded in eliminating the problem. As such, rabies is often viewed as an animal welfare issue, as well as a human health one.

There is no cure for rabies therefore prevention is paramount. Victims bitten by rabid animals can be treated with post-exposure prophylaxis to prevent rabies developing, but only if they can get to a health centre on time.  However, this is a very expensive and time-consuming procedure, which is why some more progressive authorities are investing in education programmes aimed at teaching communities how to reduce the risk by simple avoidance measures. In a four year collaborative pilot project between GARC and the government of the island province of Bohol Philippines local communities, health, veterinary, agriculture and education authorities were able to reduce rabies deaths from 10 per year in 2009 to zero in 2010, all at a cost of 12 pence per person per year.
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Rabies the Facts and figures


Rabies occurs in more than 150 countries and territories, accounting for 70,000 deaths per year


A child dies every ten minutes from rabies


Rabies has the highest case fatality rate of any disease known to man


The economic burden of rabies is US$ 4 billion per year


The three biggest costs are; loss of income, loss of livestock and treatment costs


Dogs are the source of 99% of human rabies deaths 


In countries where dog vaccination has become government policy, rabies has been virtually eradicated.
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