Hantavirus,

Rodents and Texas

Hantaviruses infect rodents worldwide; some Hantaviruses infect humans.  The virus is found in wild rodent urine, feces and saliva.  Thus, areas frequented by rodents (nests, burrows, other hiding places) are potential sources of virus.  Affected rodents often appear healthy. Human cases involve severe lung disease or hemorrhagic fever.  The disease is vey rarely transmitted from one human to another; usually the virus is transmitted in aerosol form from a rodent or rodent droppings and urine to a person.

Uncommon in Texas:  Since 1993, twelve human cases have been identified.  Taylor county has had one human case (September 1997) and a case was treated in Amarillo in 1999.  Human cases have been caused by the Sin Nombre strain or the Bayou strain of Hantavirus.  The eleven cases included men and women between the ages of 15 and 58 years old.

Although Hantavirus is uncommon in Texas, it is wise to have minimal contact with wild rodents.  Preventing rodent infestation is the best way to avoid exposure to Hantavirus, Plague, and some strains of Leptospirosis.  Controlling rodents also helps to control fleas and ticks.

1.  To rodent-proof a home or building:  
Seal gaps that measure 1/4 inch in diameter or more.  Rodents climb well; look for gaps near ceilings and along pipes.  

Minimize rodent food sources and shelter within 100 feet of the building.  Woodpiles, plants, tall grass, debris and stationary equipment are places for rodents to live.  If possible, elevate woodpiles on a rack 12 inches off the ground.

Keep food and animal foods in sealed containers; pick up crumbs and spills right away so that there is nothing for rodents to eat.  Food-grade plastic (thick) or metal containers with secure lids are helpful.  Metal containers with tightly fitting lids work well for pet foods and livestock feed.  Bird feeders should be on tall poles away from trees or taken inside at night. Do not feed squirrels, ground squirrels, prarie dogs and other rodents.  Feed rodents and they will stay!

2. Getting rid of rats and mice:
If fleas are present, treat the area for fleas before setting rodent traps.  Also treat pets for fleas according to product label directions.  Fleas will leave a deceased rodent and for the next meal, may bite a human or infest pets.

Set spring-loaded traps:   Three traps for every rodent believed to be present. Live trapping (glue boards, 'Have a Hart' Traps) is not recommended.  Traps may be wired to overhead beams in order to catch roof rats.  Rats and mice are cautious of new objects and may not approach baited traps right away.  They may also become trap-shy.  Put bait on un-set traps for a few days to allow them to get used to the presence of the traps.  Suggested baits are:  peanut butter, dried fruits, walnuts, or pieces of hotdog.  Place traps next to baseboards and under furniture where rodents are likely to pass.  Put traps where droppings or gnaw-marks are seen.  Traps for home use are available from Abilene Public Health. (Be very careful in placing poison baits; these are poisonous to children and pets.)  Coordinate trapping or poisoning with Public Health and CE Entomology on Base.
Check traps and reset daily.  Wear rubber gloves and a dust mask to remove captured rodents from spring-loaded traps.  Put the carcass in a plastic bag; add enough dilute bleach to wet the body.  Close the plastic bag and place it into another plastic bag.  Then seal and dispose of in an outside refuse container.  Reset traps.  Wash gloved hands in dilute bleach or other disinfectant, remove gloves, then wash hands using soap and water.

3. To clean up rodent nests or droppings:
Put on rubber gloves, goggles and a dust mask.  For larger accumulations, open doors and windows to ventilate the area.  However, block wind that is strong enough to raise dust.  Mix a solution of bleach (Abilene Public Health recommends using bleach diluted in water at 3 tablespoons bleach per gallon of water) or Lysol in water.  Disinfectant may damage some surfaces; test a small area first.  Gently spray the nest and surrounding area with the disinfectant to wet it down.  Avoid stirring up dust; do not use a vacuum or broom.  Wet-mop the material into a plastic bag.  Seal the bag and dispose of in an outside refuse container.
For more information, contact Public Health at 696-5475 or -5480.
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