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HANTAVIRUS IN RODENTS

Rodents of all kinds are known to carry
infectious organisms dangerous to human
health e.g. rabies, plague, typhus etc. A
recently discovered danger is from a hantavirus
which may cause flu-like illness, abruptly
followed by very serious, possibly fatal acute
respiratory distress. Hantavirus infection is rare
but the illness is serious.

The Carrier

This virus may be carried by certain rodents,
however the deer mouse is the rodent
commonly associated with hantavirus disease.
In infected animals, the virus is found in the
saliva, urine and feces. This virus remains
infectious for sometime even after the saliva or
urine have dried. Any materials inhabited by
deer mice including grains/foodstuffs, nesting
materials and gnawings should be considered
contaminated by saliva, urine and feces, and
therefore potentially infectious for hantavirus.

Routes of Infection

Persons may become exposed to this virus by
breathing air with contaminated dust. Ingestion
of contaminated materials, contact of broken
skin and contaminated materials and bites from
infected mice may, in theory, also transmit the
virus.  Person to person transmission does not
appear to occur.

Persons at Risk

Those persons who work in environments
where rodents live, nest or feed. Examples of
occupations include; mamologists, laboratory
personnel, maintenance workers (telephone,
plumbers, electricians), farmers, grain
handlers, exterminators and wildlife officers.

Reducing Exposure Potential

Control the opportunity for the rodents to live
or feed in the work space. Eliminate any
rodents which may be infesting the work
space.

Control any dust which may be raised
when working in an area believed to have been
infested by rodents. Dust control can be
achieved by wetting down the area with a
water mist.

Wear respiratory protection if the
possibility exists for disturbance of dust
contaminated with rodent excreta. A well-
fitting, NIOSH-approved, dust/fume/mist, air-
purifying respirator would provide adequate
protection in most circumstances. For heavily
contaminated, dusty conditions consider a
HEPA filter respirator, or a powered air
purifying respirator, or a supplied-air type
respirator, depending on the circumstances.

Limit body contact with potentially
contaminated materials by using protective
impervious gloves and clothing to keep these
contaminated materials from contacting your
skin.

Do not handle rodents with bare hands.
This will reduce the risk of bites or contact
with saliva and excrement.

Apply a disinfectant solution to areas
previously infested by rodents and/or to
carcasses of dead rodents. The disinfectant
solution can be made by mixing approximately
3 tablespoons of a hypochlorite solution
(Javex) to a gallon of water (i.e. 10% bleach
solution).

Practice good personal hygiene. Do not
eat or smoke in potentially contaminated areas.
Wash your hands and face thoroughly before
eating or drinking. Have clothing exposed to
contaminated materials laundered promptly
and separately from other clothing.

Post-Exposure

If flu-like or respiratory symptoms are
experienced after suspected exposure, medical
attention should be sought as soon as possible.
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