PLAGUE
Organism—bacteria Yersinia pestis
Hosts—major animal reservoirs are rodents (rats, squirrels, prairie dogs, mice), rabbits

Geographic Regions and Habitats—endemic in rodent and flea populations: southwestern states particularly New Mexico and Arizona; California, southern Oregon, far western Nevada; also in Africa, Asia, South America; absent from Europe, Canada, Australia, Japan

Seasonality—most cases in US occur during warmer months (May to October); winter cases in US typically occur among hunters, trappers, cat owners handling infected animals

Transmission--bites of infected fleas, direct contact with tissue or body fluids of infected animal, inhalation, ingestion

Disease in Mammals—endemic in rodent populations (chipmunks, prairie dogs, ground squirrels, mice, rats); rabbits, wild carnivores that prey on these animals; domestic cats highly susceptible


Field Signs—large die-offs of rodents occur periodically; rapid death with no clinical signs in most wildlife species


Gross Lesions— may see none if animal dies rapidly; swollen lymph nodes, pneumonia, hemorrhages, enlarged liver and spleen

Diagnosis—tissue cultures (lymphoid tissues, bone marrow); antibody tests on serum; flea testing

Disease in Humans—reportable disease; usually transmitted by flea bites; also through handling infected animals or exposure to persons or animals with plague pneumonia and cough

Symptoms—incubation period: 2-6 days; Bubonic plague: swollen, tender lymph node (bubo), usually in groin, armpit, neck; sudden onset of fever, chills, headache, extreme exhaustion.  If untreated, progresses to septicemic plague and secondary pneumonia.  Death from delay in seeking treatment or misdiagnosis.  Plague pneumonia is highly contagious by airborne transmission.  Primary pneumonic plague (rare): high fever, cough, bloody sputum, difficulty breathing, high death rate (>50%).

Diagnosis—bubo; blood and tissue cultures for plague bacteria; microscopic examination of lymph gland, blood, sputum samples

Treatment—early treatment if life-saving; untreated plague has an estimated mortality rate of >50%; isolation; antibiotics (streptomycin reduces case fatality rate to <5%, gentamicin, tetracycline, chloramphenicol); evaluation of contacts, preventive antibiotics

Minimizing Risk of Human Infection—rodent control, flea control, preventive drug therapy—antibiotics may be taken in the event of plague exposure

Sources of Further Information


CDC--
http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/dvbid/plague/index.htm


http://www.bt.cdc.gov/agent/plague/index.asp


http://www.cdc.gov/healthypets/diseases/plague.htm


http://wwwn.cdc.gov/travel/yellowBookCh4-Plague.aspx

