
 

 

Rabies is a viral infection that affects the brain and spinal cord, leading to severe 
neurological symptoms and, ultimately, death if left untreated. It is primarily 
transmitted through the bites or scratches of infected animals, particularly dogs, bats, 
and wild animals. Fortunately, the rabies vaccine is a critical preventive measure 
that can protect both humans and pets from this life-threatening disease. 

What is Rabies? 

Rabies is caused by the rabies virus, which is transmitted when an infected animal 
bites or scratches a person. The virus travels through the nervous system and can 
cause symptoms such as: 

• Fever 
• Headache 
• Fatigue 
• Confusion 
• Difficulty swallowing 
• Paralysis 

As the disease progresses, it can lead to severe neurological issues, including 
hallucinations, agitation, and ultimately, coma and death. Once symptoms appear, 
rabies is almost always fatal, making prevention crucial. 

How is the Rabies Vaccine Administered? 

The rabies vaccine is given as a series of injections. It is important to note that there 
are two different scenarios in which the rabies vaccine is administered: 

1. Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis: This is recommended for people who are at 
higher risk of exposure to rabies, such as veterinarians, animal handlers, or 
travelers to areas where rabies is common. The vaccination schedule usually 
involves three doses administered on days 0, 7, and 21 or 28. 

2. Post-Exposure Prophylaxis: If someone is bitten or scratched by an animal 
suspected of having rabies, immediate medical attention is crucial. In this 
case, the rabies vaccine, along with rabies immune globulin (RIG), is 
administered as soon as possible after the exposure. The vaccination 
schedule for post-exposure treatment typically includes four doses given on 
days 0, 3, 7, and 14. 
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Why is the Rabies Vaccine Important? 

1. Prevention of a Fatal Disease: The rabies vaccine is highly effective in 
preventing the disease when administered promptly after exposure. 

2. Protecting Vulnerable Populations: Individuals who work with animals or 
spend time in areas with a high incidence of rabies benefit greatly from pre-
exposure vaccination. 

3. Community Health: Vaccination helps reduce the overall incidence of rabies 
in the community, thereby protecting not only those vaccinated but also those 
who may be at risk of exposure. 

Is the Rabies Vaccine Safe? 

Yes, the rabies vaccine is considered safe and effective. Most people experience 
only mild side effects, such as soreness at the injection site, fever, or headache. 
Serious side effects are very rare. The benefits of vaccination far outweigh the risks, 
especially in preventing a disease as severe as rabies. 

Common Misconceptions 

Some people may believe that rabies is no longer a threat or that they will not be 
exposed. However, rabies remains a significant public health concern, especially in 
certain areas of South Africa. It is essential to take precautions, such as vaccinating 
pets and avoiding contact with wild animals. 
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