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               History of Rabies 

 

Vampire bat-transmitted rabies was first recognized in Trinidad by 

a local researcher Dr. Joseph Pawan in 1931 when he isolated the 

virus from the brain of an abnormally behaving bat.  

  

 

 

Over the last century, bat-transmitted rabies in Trinidad has evolved from a mysterious 

syndrome causing significant loss of both human and animal life to a vaccine-controllable 

disease of ruminants. The last reported case of human rabies in Trinidad occurred in 1937, 

since then rabies has only been observed in the local animal population with sporadic 

outbreaks of varying magnitude every few years. These outbreaks mainly involve cattle e.g. 

in 1954 about 90% of total cases were bovine. The last significant outbreak of rabies in 

Trinidad was in 2010. The prevention and control of rabies in Trinidad is mainly targeted at 

the animal host and several strategies have been adopted which focus on disease 

surveillance, vampire bat population control, and livestock vaccination strategies.  
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Trinidad was the first country to administer a government program for the control of vampire 

bats. The Bat Control Unit was established during 1934 under the colonial Medical 

Department. However, due to the dominance of livestock cases and absence of human 

cases after 1937 it was relocated to the Ministry of Agriculture, where it currently resides as 

the Anti-Rabies Unit. Vampire bats are the focus of control efforts as their hematophagous 

(blood) feeding behavior favors viral transmission. Methods of vampire bat control have 

been studied extensively in Trinidad and are based on correlations between the ecology 

and behavior of these bats and rabies outbreaks. Consequently vampire bat control is an 

evolving science and these methods can change over time as more information becomes 

available.  
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In 1932, mass animal inoculations against rabies were initiated in Trinidad. In 1956, the 

Paralytic Rabies Regulations were enacted, which made animal rabies vaccination 

mandatory and stipulated a penalty charge for contravention. Rabies livestock vaccination is 

currently provided by the government free of charge.   
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Due to the feeding preference of the D. rotundus vampire bat, cattle rabies cases typically 

predominate on the island so the bovine population has been the traditional target for rabies 

immunization in Trinidad. 
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Bat biting case reports allow for the identification of areas with high vampire bat activity and 

facilitates the implementation of vampire bat control measures. Therefore it is important to 

report instances of vampire bat biting to the Anti-Rabies Unit for investigation. 
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