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Background  
 
Rabies is a serious public health and veterinary health concern in South Dakota, with cases in animals 
reported every year. A viral disease that can be transmitted between animals or from animals to people, 
rabies is endemic in certain wild animal species in the state.  Rabies is almost uniformly fatal in people 
who show clinical signs of infection with the rabies virus. However, post-exposure prophylaxis is 
successful at preventing clinical disease in people exposed to the rabies virus.  While a human rabies 
case has not occurred in South Dakota since 1970, substantial resources are spent managing potential 
exposures to rabies because of its constant presence in the state. 
 
In 2022, the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP) issued formal guidance detailing 
several changes to rabies pre-exposure prophylaxis recommendations. The new recommendations are 
detailed in tables near the end of this report, but the changes include transitioning to a pre-exposure 
prophylaxis regimen of two doses of rabies vaccine (days 0 and 7) instead of the previous three dose 
regimen, and the formation of rabies-exposure risk categories with corresponding recommendations 
regarding ongoing vaccination/testing. 
 

2023 Data 
 
Currently, one South Dakota laboratory offers animal rabies testing services: the Animal Disease 
Research Diagnostic Laboratory (ADRDL) at SDSU in Brookings, which uses the direct fluorescent 
antibody (DFA) technique.  

In 2023, 20 animals tested positive for rabies in South Dakota (Table 1), a 122% increase from 2022 (9 
positives). The rabid animals included only one domestic animal (a cow) and 19 wild animals (18 bats 
and 1 skunk). No human rabies cases were reported in 2023. Of note, 2023 had the most rabid bats 
identified in the past decade, at 18 rabid bats. The single rabid bovine was reported from Douglas 
County; the last previously reported rabid bovine in South Dakota was in 2018.  

During the year, 443 animals tested negative for rabies. Companion animals such as dogs and cats, 
which are commonly vaccinated for rabies in South Dakota, comprised 36% of samples submitted in 
2023 for rabies testing. Of these samples, all tested negative for rabies. 

Figure 1. Animal rabies in South Dakota, 2023. 
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In 2023, animals from 52 of South Dakota’s 66 counties were submitted for testing, and animals from 7 
of those counties were rabid. Minnehaha County accounted for 38% of all animals submitted for rabies 
testing. 

Table 1. Rabies test results, South Dakota 2023. 

  Inconclusive Negative Positive Total 

Domestic Animals: 

Cat 4 107   111 

Dog 4 65   69 

Cow   18 1 19 

Horse   4   4 

Other Domestic*   2   2 

Wild Animals: 

Bat 30 210 18 258 

Skunk   5 1 6 

Raccoon 3 19   22 

Squirrel/Chipmunk   5   5 

Other Wild** 2 8   10 

Total 43 443 20 506 
*Other Domestic includes 1 each goat, sheep.                                                                                                            
**Other Wild includes elk, mouse, opossum, rabbit/hare, rat, 
woodchuck, and other.  

Rabies Surveillance in South Dakota, 2014-2023 
 
At times rabies testing has been performed at both the State Public Health Laboratory in Pierre and the 
South Dakota State University (SDSU) Animal Disease Research and Diagnostic Laboratory (ADRDL) in 
Brookings; however, during the COVID-19 Pandemic a modification was made, and rabies testing is now 
only performed in South Dakota at SDSU ADRDL. 
 
Since the beginning of 2014, a total of 5,774 animals originating from South Dakota have been tested for 
rabies (Table 2). A total of 184 positive samples have been found, a 3.4% positivity rate when excluding 
inconclusive samples. Domestic animals accounted for 8.7% of positive rabies cases, including 10 cats 
and 6 dogs. Rabies in vaccinated companion animals is exceedingly rare, and it is very likely these were 
unvaccinated animals. Rabid livestock during this period included 15 bovine and two goats. Livestock 
species are not as commonly vaccinated for rabies as are canine and feline companion animals. 
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Figure 2. Total positive rabies cases in South Dakota, 2014-2023. 

 
 

Table 2. Rabies test results, South Dakota 2014-2023. 

  Positive Negative Inconclusive Total 

Domestic Animals:         

Cat 10 1418 44 1472 

Dog 6 802 36 844 

Cow 15 476 55 546 

Horse   63 3 66 

Sheep   22 1 23 

Goat 2 25 1 28 

Other Domestic* 0 8 0 8 

Wild Animals:         

Bat 84 1682 138 1904 

Skunk 65 122 23 210 
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Raccoon 2 329 41 372 

Squirrel/Chipmunk   47 3 50 

Deer   32 1 33 

Muskrat   32 6 38 

Opossum   20 5 25 

Mouse   18 3 21 

Coyote   16 1 17 

Fox   13   13 

Woodchuck   14 2 16 

Rat   13 3 16 

Rabbit/Hare   6 1 7 

Gopher   5 1 6 

Mink   6 2 8 

Other Wild** 0 47 4 51 

Total 184 5216 374 5774 

*Other Domestic includes 3 each donkey and ferrets; 1 llama, and 1 pig.                                                                                                                
**Other Wild includes 4 shrews; 3 prairie dogs; 2 each beaver and badger; 1 
each elk, vole, weasel, and wolf; 36 'other' species. 

 

 
 

The two cases of rabies found in raccoons during 2014-2023 were spillover exposures from skunks.  
Rabies is not endemic in raccoons in South Dakota as it is in other parts of the US (eastern states, for 
example). Skunks are the primary terrestrial reservoirs of rabies in South Dakota. During the 2014-2023 
time, 35% of skunks have been positive for rabies, excluding inconclusive samples (Figure 2). The other 
primary reservoir of rabies in South Dakota is bats; from bats tested during 2014-2023, the known 
positivity rate has been 4.8%. 
 
Figure 3.  
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Figure 4. Total positive skunk rabies cases in South Dakota, 2014-2023. 

 

Figure 5. 
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Figure 6. Total positive bat rabies cases in South Dakota, 2014-2023. 

 

During the 2014-2023 period, rabid animals were identified in South Dakota during each calendar month 
(Figure 7). More rabid animals were detected during the month of August, at 33, than any other month. 
January contained the fewest rabies diagnoses, at three. 
 
Figure 7. 
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Figure 8. 

 

Rabies Prevention and Interventions 
 

Reference: Compendium of Animal Rabies Prevention and Control, 2016.  National 
Association of State Public Health Veterinarians   
 
http://nasphv.org/DocumentsCompendiaRabies.html 
 

Pet rabies prevention 

• Vaccinate pet dogs, cats, and ferrets.   

• Keep pets away from wildlife to decrease their chance of being bitten by a rabid animal.  

• Call local Animal Control to remove stray animals, or SD Game Fish and Parks for wild animals, 
especially if acting strangely.  

• If a wild animal bites your pet, contact your veterinarian or SD Animal Industry Board.   
o Euthanize the wild animal in a manner such as to not destroy the brain tissue and contact 

your veterinarian to submit the wild animal for rabies testing if possible. 
o If the wild animal tests positive, or is not available for testing but is suspicious of being rabid:  

▪ Recommendations from your veterinarian or the SD Animal Industry Board may 
include the following: 

• Booster the rabies vaccination for previously appropriately vaccinated pets 
and quarantine and observe pet for 45 days. 

• Euthanize non-vaccinated pets immediately and test for rabies. 
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Human rabies prevention 

• Never touch stray, unfamiliar, or wild animals, especially skunks and bats. 

• Consult your physician or SD Department of Health immediately if you find a bat in your house or if 
you or a family member are otherwise potentially exposed to a bat. 

• Don’t adopt wild animals or bring them into your home. 

• Keep your trash cans tightly closed and don´t leave pet food out to attract skunks.   

• If you are bitten by a wild animal or a suspect rabid animal, consult your physician immediately.  
o Euthanize and submit the animal for rabies testing if possible (in most cases, waiting for test 

results is preferable to starting unnecessary post-exposure prophylaxis). 
o If the animal tests positive or is not available for testing but suspicious of being rabid, post-

exposure prophylaxis will be recommended.  

• If you are bitten by a pet or owned animal, the animal may need to be monitored for 10 days and 
euthanized and tested for rabies if signs of illness develop during that time. 

o Contact your physician or SD Department of Health immediately. 

• Post-exposure prophylaxis  
o For those not previously vaccinated for rabies:  

▪ Rabies immune globulin and 4 doses of rabies vaccine over 15 days (additional 
immunization/testing may be needed for immunocompromised individuals).   

o For those previously vaccinated for rabies: 
▪ Two doses of rabies vaccine over 4 days. 

 

 

To get answers to questions about: 

Whether post-exposure prophylaxis is warranted after exposure to a potentially rabid animal: 

South Dakota Department of Health (rabies consultations)  
Phone: 800-592-1861 or 605-773-3737 (24 hours) 
https://doh.sd.gov/diseases/rabies/ 

Rabies consultations by the South Dakota Department of Health are available seven days a week.  
Consultations are based on Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommendations.   

Testing an animal for rabies: 
 South Dakota Animal Disease Research and Diagnostic Laboratory (ADRDL; SDSU) 

1155 North Campus Drive  
South Dakota State University  
Brookings, SD 57007-1396  
Phone:  605-688-5171  
www.sdstate.edu/vs/adrdl    

Rabies in animals; domestic animals exposed to rabid animals: 
SD Animal Industry Board  
Phone:  605-773-3321   
http://aib.sd.gov   

 
Other information sources:   

CDC Rabies:  www.cdc.gov/rabies 

https://doh.sd.gov/diseases/rabies/
http://www.sdstate.edu/vs/adrdl
http://aib.sd.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/rabies
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Rabies postexposure prophylaxis (PEP) schedule --- United States, 2010 

Vaccination status Intervention Regimen* 

Not previously 
vaccinated 

Wound cleansing 

All PEP should begin with immediate thorough cleansing of 
all wounds with soap and water. If available, a virucidal 
agent (e.g., povidine-iodine solution) should be used to 
irrigate the wounds. 

  
Human rabies immune 
globulin (HRIG) 

Administer 20 IU/kg body weight. If anatomically feasible, 
the full dose should be infiltrated around and into the 
wound(s), and any remaining volume should be 
administered at an anatomical site (intramuscular [IM]) 
distant from vaccine administration. Also, HRIG should not 
be administered in the same syringe as vaccine. Because 
RIG might partially suppress active production of rabies 
virus antibody, no more than the recommended dose 
should be administered. 

  Vaccine 
Human diploid cell vaccine (HDCV) or purified chick 
embryo cell vaccine (PCECV) 1.0 mL, IM (deltoid area†), 1 
each on days 0,§ 3, 7 and 14.¶ 

Previously vaccinated** Wound cleansing 

All PEP should begin with immediate thorough cleansing of 
all wounds with soap and water. If available, a virucidal 
agent such as povidine-iodine solution should be used to 
irrigate the wounds. 

  HRIG HRIG should not be administered. 

  Vaccine 
HDCV or PCECV 1.0 mL, IM (deltoid area†), 1 each on days 
0§ and 3. 

* These regimens are applicable for persons in all age groups, including children. 

† The deltoid area is the only acceptable site of vaccination for adults and older children. For younger children, the 
outer aspect of the thigh may be used. Vaccine should never be administered in the gluteal area. 

§ Day 0 is the day dose 1 of vaccine is administered. 

¶ For persons with immunosuppression, rabies PEP should be administered using all 5 doses of vaccine on days 0, 3, 7, 
14, and 28. 

** Any person with a history of pre-exposure vaccination with HDCV, PCECV, or rabies vaccine adsorbed (RVA); prior 
PEP with HDCV, PCECV or RVA; or previous vaccination with any other type of rabies vaccine and a documented 
history of antibody response to the prior vaccination. 

 

 

References 
 
Brown, C., Slavinski, S., Ettestad, P., Sidwa, T., & Sorhage, F. (2016). Compendium of Animal Rabies 
Prevention and Control, 2016. Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association, 248(5), 505. 
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.2460/javma.248.5.505 
 

https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.2460/javma.248.5.505


 

Last Update: April 29th, 2024  

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2019, June 11). CDC - Cost of Rabies Prevention - Rabies. 
https://www.cdc.gov/rabies/location/usa/cost.html 
 
Daly, R., Mathewson, A., Pride, K., Ireland, M., & Bailey, S. (2023). Compendium of Measures to Prevent 
Disease Associated with Animals in Public Settings, 2023. The National Association of State Public Health 
Veterinarians. 

Ma, X., Bonaparte, S., Corbett, P., Orciari, L. A., Gigante, C. M., Kirby, J. D., Chipman, R. B., Fehlner-
Gardiner, C., Thang, C., Cedillo, V. G., Aréchiga-Ceballos, N., Rao, A., & Wallace, R. M. (2023). Rabies 
surveillance in the United States during 2021. Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association, 
261(7), 1–9. https://doi.org/10.2460/javma.23.02.0081 

Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services, Buss, B., Tesmer, T., & Donahue, M., Health Alert 
Network: Advisory: Detection of Raccoon Rabies Variant in Douglas County (2023). 

Rao, A., Briggs, D., Moore, S., Whitehill, F., Wallace, R., Morgan, R., Campos-Outcalt, D., Blanton, J., Frey, 
S., Bahta, L., & Romero, J. (2022, May 10). Use of a modified preexposure prophylaxis vaccination 
schedule to prevent human rabies: Recommendations of the Advisory Committee on Immunization 
Practices - United States, 2022. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. 
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7118a2.htm 
 
Rupprecht, C., Briggs, D., Brown, C., Franka, R., Katz, S., Kerr, H., Lett, S., Levis, R., Meltzer, M., Schaffner, 
W., & Cieslak, P. (2010). Use of a Reduced (4-Dose) Vaccine Schedule for Postexposure Prophylaxis to 
Prevent Human Rabies: Recommendations of the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices. 
Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. 
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr5902a1.htm 
 
 

Report Compiled by: 
 
Nathan Wilen, DVM, Zoonotic Disease Epidemiologist 
Nathan.wilen@state.sd.us 
 
Dustin Ortbahn, MPH, Deputy State Epidemiologist 
Dustin.ortbahn@state.sd.us 
 
Josh Clayton, PhD, MPH, State Epidemiologist 
Joshua.clayton@state.sd.us 
 
 
 

https://www.cdc.gov/rabies/location/usa/cost.html
https://doi.org/10.2460/javma.23.02.0081
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/71/wr/mm7118a2.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr5902a1.htm
mailto:Nathan.wilen@state.sd.us
mailto:Dustin.ortbahn@state.sd.us
mailto:Joshua.clayton@state.sd.us

