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West Nile Virus: Frequently Asked Questions 
 
Q: What is West Nile virus? 
A: A virus that is carried by infected birds and then spread by mosquitoes that feed on these birds. 
Infected mosquitoes can then bite and pass the virus to humans and animals, such as horses. 
 
Q: How many cases of West Nile virus have occurred in El Paso County?  
A: El Paso County’s first lab-confirmed cases of West Nile virus in people was in 2003. That year, there 
were 114 cases in El Paso County. The county has reported the following cases since 2003: 
2004: 2 
2005: 1 
2006: 5 
2007: 4 
2008: 0 
2009: 0 
2010: 1 
2011: 0 
2012: 2 
2013: 1 
2014: 2 
 
Q: What are the symptoms of West Nile virus infection? 
A: Most people (70-80%) who become infected with West Nile virus do not develop any symptoms. 
Febrile illness in some people. About 1 in 5 people who are infected will develop a fever with other 
symptoms such as headache, body aches, joint pains, vomiting, diarrhea, or rash. Most people with this 
type of West Nile virus disease recover completely, but fatigue and weakness can last for weeks or 
months. 
Severe symptoms in a few people. Less than 1% of people who are infected will develop a serious 
neurologic illness such as encephalitis or meningitis (inflammation of the brain or surrounding tissues). 
The symptoms of neurologic illness can include headache, high fever, neck stiffness, disorientation, 
coma, tremors, seizures, or paralysis. Recovery from severe disease may take several weeks or months. 
Some of the neurologic effects may be permanent. About 10 percent of people who develop neurologic 
infection due to West Nile virus will die. 
 
Symptoms usually appear 3-14 days after a person is bitten by an infected mosquito.  
 
Q: Who is at risk for serious illness if infected with West Nile virus? 
A: People with certain medical conditions, such as cancer, diabetes, hypertension and kidney disease are 
also at greater risk for serious illness. 
 
Q: What should I do if I think a family member might have West Nile virus disease? 
A: Consult a health care provider for evaluation and diagnosis. 
 
Q: How is West Nile virus disease diagnosed? 
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A: Diagnosis is based on a combination of clinical signs and symptoms and specialized laboratory tests of 
blood or spinal fluid. These tests typically detect antibodies that the immune system makes against the 
viral infection. 
 
Q: What is the treatment for West Nile virus disease? 
A: There are no medications to treat or vaccines to prevent West Nile virus infection. Over-the-counter 
pain relievers can be used to reduce fever and relieve some symptoms. People with milder symptoms 
typically recover on their own, although some symptoms may last for several weeks. In more severe 
cases, patients often need to be hospitalized to receive supportive treatment, such as intravenous fluids, 
pain medication, and nursing care. 
 
Q: When do most cases of West Nile virus disease occur? 
A: Most people are infected from June through September. 
 
Q: What can I do to protect myself and my family?  
A:  Take these important steps: 

• Wear insect repellant with DEET. (25% DEET or greater recommended) 
• DRAIN standing water to prevent mosquitoes from breeding in tires, children’s swimming pools, 

pet water dishes, flower pots, etc. 
• Take greater precautions when involved in outdoor activities at DUSK and DAWN, because 

mosquitoes are most active during these times.  
• DRESS in pants and long sleeves outside when possible. 
• TREAT standing water in ponds, ditches, clogged rain gutters, flower pots, plant saucers, puddles, 

buckets, equipment and cans with larvicide “doughnuts.” 
 
Q: Why is it important to drain standing water? 
A: Mosquitoes breed in standing water. Lakes and other bodies of water large enough to have regular 
wave action are less likely to harbor mosquito larvae, as are bodies of water containing small fish, which 
eat the larvae. Mosquito eggs hatch in seven to 10 days, so emptying water weekly around your property 
helps to remove larvae. 
 
Be sure to drain water that might accumulate in: 

• Storm drain systems 
• Tires 
• Neglected/abandoned swimming pools 
• Bird baths, pet dishes, flower pots and ornamental ponds 

 
Q: What should I do if I can’t drain the water? 
A: Apply larvicide to kill developing mosquitoes before they can bite. A common form of larvicide is 
available as doughnut-shaped “dunks” at garden and home improvement stores. This larvicide is safe for 
wildlife and pets. 
 
 
For more information visit www.elpasocountyhealth.org. 


