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Plague 

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

Q: What is plague? 

A: The bacteria that cause plague, Yersinia pestis, are transmitted to people through bites from 

infected fleas and through direct contact with animals infected with plague. Plague was first seen 

in Colorado in San Miguel County on the Western Slope in 1941 and appeared in several Front 

Range locations in 1943. Plague continues to circulate in low levels amongst squirrel and rodent 

populations every year. Plague is most often detected in rock squirrels, prairie dogs, rabbits, and 

other species of ground squirrels and chipmunks but can affect any mammal. 

  

Q: What is the incubation period? 

A:  The incubation period (the time between exposure to an infection and the appearance of  

symptoms) is one to seven days, with an average of two to three days. Consult a health care 

provider if unexplained flu-like symptoms occur after exposure to rodent infested-areas or 

contact with fleas. 

 

Q: What are the signs and symptoms in humans? 

A: Typical symptoms include sudden fever and chills, severe headache, muscle aches, nausea, 

vomiting and a vague feeling of illness. A common symptom of plague is swollen lymph nodes. 

 

Q: Is my pet susceptible to plague? 

A: Domestic cats and dogs can get plague by catching and eating infected rodents and rabbits or 

by being bitten by infected fleas. They may carry infected fleas home to their owners or directly 

infect other animals and their owners, which is why it is important for pets to routinely receive 

flea treatments. Bites from wild animals and from cats and dogs have caused plague in humans. 

 

Q: What are the signs and symptoms in pets?  

A: Symptoms of plague in animals can differ between species. Cats and dogs commonly develop 

a fever, become lethargic and refuse food. Cats may also have a cough, trouble breathing, or an 

enlarged lymph node that may be abscessed and draining. Seek treatment for sick pets 

immediately if you suspect they may have plague. 

 

Q: What treatment do I need if exposed?  

A: Early detection and treatment are imperative to improve outcomes of the plague. Treatment 

with antibiotics is effective during the early stages of disease. If diagnosis and appropriate 

treatment are delayed, life-threatening complications may follow. If you have exposure to plague 

and symptoms appear, consult a health care provider or hospital emergency services department 

immediately. 

 



Q: Is there a vaccine for plague? 

A: Anti-plague vaccine is not readily available, which is why it is important to focus on 

preventative measures such as those listed below. 

 

Q: What can I do to prevent plague? 

A: To protect yourself and your pets, follow this guidance: 

• Do not feed wildlife—this attracts them to your property, brings them in close contact, 

and increases the risk of disease transmission.   

• Do not directly handle any wildlife, including sick or dead animals. When disposing of a 

dead animal, Public Health suggests using a long-handled shovel to place them in a 

garbage bag, and then place the bag in an outdoor garbage can.  

• Reduce rodent habitat around your home, workplace, and recreational areas. Remove 

brush, rock piles, junk, cluttered firewood, and possible rodent food supplies, such as pet 

and wild animal food. Make your home and outbuildings rodent-proof. 

• Use repellent if you think you could be exposed to rodent fleas during activities such as 

camping, hiking, or working outdoors. Products containing DEET can be applied to the 

skin as well as clothing and products containing permethrin can be applied to clothing 

(always follow instructions on the label). 

• Walk only on established paths, and stay out of areas that wild rodents inhabit. 

• Protect pets with appropriate flea and tick protection – consult your veterinarian.  

• If you have cats or dogs that roam freely in areas where plague is typically found, do not 

let them sleep on your bed.  

• It is not advisable to remove healthy animals from their habitat. If you have rabbits, 

squirrels, and other wild animals in your yard, keep pets and children away from the 

animals.  

• If you notice clusters of sick or dead animals in your area, contact Environmental Health 

at 719-578-3199. If you are concerned about contact between pets, people and wildlife 

call the Communicable Disease Program at (719) 578-3220. 

 

For more information visit www.elpasocountyhealth.org or call (719) 578-3199 during 

business hours. 
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