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HfA: Rabies Feature 

This month, we mark another World Rabies Day – a 
day of action and awareness for the prevention of 
a disease that still kills tens of thousands of people 
each year. 

As impressive as this globally-coordinated series of 
activities is, we must hope that World Rabies Day is 
no longer needed a decade from now.

 
The target agreed by the World Health Organization, 

the World Organisation for Animal Health, the UN Food and 
Agriculture Organization and the Global Alliance for Rabies 
Control (which coordinates World Rabies Day), is to reduce 
human deaths from canine rabies to zero by 2030. 

While many health professionals think of rabies as 
a problem of the past, the 2030 target highlights the 
devastating impact the disease still has in many parts of 
the world. Africa and Asia account for 99 per cent of human 
deaths from a disease that disproportionately impacts 
poor, rural communities.1

What’s more, one of the cruellest dimensions of rabies is 
its impact on the young; 40 per cent of victims are children 
under 15,2 and so these communities face huge emotional 
and economic hardship as their young people are lost to 
an entirely preventable disease. 

It’s been more than a century since Louis Pasteur and 
his colleagues developed a vaccine for a disease whose 
dramatic symptoms plagued communities and horrified 
the 19th century scientific community.

Today, people affected by rabies are no longer fated 
to the suffering that characterised Pasteur’s era. Instead, 
victims in many parts of the world simply do not have 
access to the post-exposure treatments3 that can be the 
difference between life and death. 

What’s more, the problem isn’t dealt with at the source in 
many parts of the world. Looking purely at the economics, 
the cost of vaccinating dogs is minimal (as little as $0.57 
per treatment in India), when compared against the 
US$1.7bn spent in treating people who contract rabies.

Research and modelling suggest that vaccinating 70 per 
cent of the dog population in any given region is enough to 
eliminate canine rabies, regardless of the number of dogs.4 

Clearly, this kind of vaccination coverage represents 
a major logistical challenge, particularly in those parts 
of the world where veterinary infrastructure is lacking. 
Even smaller-scale programmes require considerable 
investment and patience from public and private sectors 
before results are achieved.5

The task of eradication may be made more complex 
by the unique cultural environment. In Bali, for instance, the 
population may be reluctant to reduce the free-roaming 
tendencies of its dogs, who serve an important cultural 
purpose as the protectors of property.6 

But vaccination can also go with the grain of the 
culture, rather than against it. In Kenya, clever officials often 
organise vaccination drives around the school holidays. 
Children have the strongest relationships with the local 
dogs, so they are best placed to safely collect and lead 
them to vaccination sites. 

It’s a colourful, touching example of the human-animal 
bond, but also an eminently practical response to the 
inherent challenges of vaccination. And there are other 
positive precedents we can look to. 

The extraordinary reduction of canine rabies in the Latin 
America and the Caribbean region (LAC) was born out of a 
regional, political commitment made in the 1980s to control 
the disease. 

It demonstrated how campaigns can be effective when 
a long-term strategy that outlines clear steps towards 
eradication is put in place. This allowed animal medicines 
companies to plan ahead and ensure they could deliver 
vaccinations when they were urgently needed. 

As a result, national and subnational programmes have 
delivered more than 51 million doses of canine vaccine 
annually, along with improved diagnosis and surveillance. 
Together, these have resulted in a plunge from 25,000 
cases of laboratory-confirmed dog rabies in 1980 to fewer 
than 300 in 2010.7

In each one of the WHO’s best practice examples of disease 
control – in The Philippines, Tanzania and Bangladesh – 
 mass, coordinated vaccination and management was an 
essential driver of success. 

These programmes all shared a sense of scale, 
operating over multiple territories, along with a coordinated 
network of professionals and sustained investment and 
effort over the course of years. 

Education also has a role to play, in simple strategies like 
teaching children about the body language of aggressive 
dogs, and it’s exactly this kind of awareness that the Global 
Alliance for Rabies Control (GARC) hopes to foster through 
World Rabies Day. 

Examples across the world show that vaccines, 
combined with investment, patience and political will, can 
consign rabies to history. 

So there is hope for all of us that you won’t be reading 
about World Rabies Day 20 years from now. 
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A case study in rabies control: lessons learnt in the 
Philippines8

An ambitious, WHO-coordinated pilot programme 
in The Philippines aimed to halve the number of all 
rabies cases – both human and animal by 2016. 

Mass dog vaccination was identified as the most 
cost-effective means of preventing and reducing the 
transmission of rabies. The programme also included 
a central database system that allowed data on 
human health and animal health to be seen together 
in a One Health approach. 

The decrease in the number of positive canine rabies 
cases between 2008 and 2013 more than halved 
in one region and dropped from 108 to just three in 
another. 

The importance of a strong legal framework, data 
management, logistics and facilities were all 
emphasised in the learnings from the programme.

Key stats9

• 197 human rabies deaths per year
• 23.70% dog vaccination coverage
• $78,176,489 USD cost of rabies to the Philippines 

economy each year*
• 242,725 post-exposure treatments per year

* Economic costs due to productivity losses from premature 
deaths, direct expenditure on PEP and lost income whilst seeking 
PEP10

A case study in rabies control: lessons learnt in 
Bangladesh11 

In 2010, 2000 humans died from rabies. In response, 
Bangladesh launched a canine rabies elimination 
programme to reduce human deaths and seek to 
eliminate the disease.

The country adopted a national strategic plan for the 
elimination of rabies by 2020 and to reduce human 
deaths by 90% by 2015.

Mass dog vaccination was initiated in 2011 in 
combination with local capacity building and 
knowledge transfer, with the aim of completing 
three rounds of vaccination in a phased manner to 
interrupt the dog transmission cycle, eliminate rabies 
and remove the need for human rabies prophylaxis.  

As a result of these concerted efforts, rabies deaths 
decreased by around 50% between 2010 and 2013.

There was also an increased availability of free 
vaccines and rabies immunoglobulin at centres in all 
64 districts of the country.

Key stats12

• 933 human deaths each year
• 5.09% dog vaccination coverage
• $74,259,909 USD cost of rabies to Bangladesh 

economy each year
• 92,585 post-exposure treatments per year

* Total costs were mainly due to productivity losses from premature 
deaths, direct expenditure on PEP, and lost income whilst seeking PEP13
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Animal Health Matters
Animal Health Matters is a new website based on a joint 
collaboration between the World Veterinary Association 
(WVA) and HealthforAnimals.

The resource seeks to educate and build greater 
awareness of the most pressing issues in human and 
animal health, including the threat of zoonotic diseases 
like rabies, and the actions being taken to tackle them, 
antimicrobial resistance, global food security and the future 
role and health of companion animals.
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