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Recent bat exposures cause concern
Chehalis, WA – Recently, Lewis County Public Health has received a high volume of calls related to bat exposures and rabies.  Rabies is a very rare but fatal disease.  Two human cases of rabies have been reported in Washington in the past 25 years; both were due to bat rabies.  Lewis County residents can protect themselves by learning more about bats and rabies.  The following circumstances are considered bat exposures and create a risk of rabies:

· Person has physical contact with a bat

· Person awakes to find bat in their sleeping area

· Bat is found in an area with a person who cannot tell if there was physical contact (i.e. bat found in infant’s room)

If a person has a bat exposure, there are several things to do:

1. Persons who have been bitten or have had physical contact with a bat should wash the area thoroughly with soap and water. 
2. If possible, wear gloves and capture the bat in a small cardboard box and place it in the refrigerator until it can be submitted for testing (it is important not to freeze the bat, or damage the bat’s head, as this will make it difficult to test for rabies). 
3. Call Lewis County Public Health (M-F 8am-5pm) at 360-740-1222 to submit the bat for testing.  (If it is during the night or on a weekend, wait until the next business day.)
4. Seek medical advice.  Typically, doctors want to know the bat’s rabies test results, which usually take one day to process and receive.  If the bat was unable to be captured, still seek medical advice as there are treatment options.
Lewis County Public Health encourages residents to prevent bat exposures.  Teach children not to handle unfamiliar animals, wild or domestic, even if they appear friendly.  Residents can also protect their pets by making sure they are up-to-date on their rabies vaccinations.  Bat-proofing homes during the fall or winter will help prevent future bat exposures.  For help with bat-proofing a home, call an animal-control or wildlife conservation agency.  Some key tips include:  

· Never bat-proof homes between May and August – it may trap baby bats inside.

· Cover or caulk any holes larger than a dime 
· Install window screens, chimney caps, and draft-guards beneath attic doors.

· Fill electrical and plumbing holes with stainless steel wool or caulking, and make sure all doors to the outside close tightly. 
· Watch to see where bats leave your house at dusk and keep them out by loosely hanging clear plastic sheeting or bird netting over these areas.  Bats can then crawl out but can’t get back in. 

As a final note, most bats do not have rabies, and they are actually beneficial.  Bats play an important role by eating insects, including farm pests.  A small brown bat can consume up to 600 mosquitoes in one hour.    

For more information about bats and rabies visit the CDC: http://www.cdc.gov/rabies/bats/index.html
Or the WA DOH:

http://www.doh.wa.gov/EHSPHL/factsheet/rabiesfct.htm.

For more information about bat-proofing your home visit: http://www.batcon.org/index.php/bats-a-people/bat-exclusion-instructions.html
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