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Rabies in the Philippines: a call to action
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Dear Editor,

The recent tragic death of a 13-year-old girl from rabies
once again highlights the persistent and urgent public
health challenge posed by this preventable, neglected
tropical disease in the Philippines. Jamaica, a young girl
from Manila, was bitten by a stray dog and, out of fear
and misunderstanding, hid the incident from her par-
ents. Two months later, on April 6, 2024, she died from
encephalitic rabies, a universally fatal disease after
symptom onset.!

In messages posted to her social media account, Ja-
maica chronicled the days before her death.' This inci-
dent sparked a social media storm, drawing attention to
gaps in rabies awareness, prevention, and treatment,
and prompted a surge of consultations regarding po-
tential bite exposures. For example, the Animal Bite
Treatment Centre (ABTC) at San Lazaro Hospital-the
national referral hospital for infectious diseases and
tropical medicine in the Philippines—has seen daily
consultations increase from an average of 800 per day to
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over 3000, putting significant strain on the workforce
and vaccine supplies.?

Rabies remains a critical issue in the Philippines,
where dog-mediated infections are endemic. Despite ef-
forts to control and prevent the disease, the Philippines
reports one of the highest incidences of human rabies in
Asia. Concerningly, there has been an increase in reported
cases in 2022 and 2023 to more than 350 per year
(Fig. 1).** The COVID-19 pandemic worsened access to
post-exposure prophylaxis (PEP), disrupted dog vaccination
efforts, and impeded community engagement.” Whether
this disruption has resulted in increased rabies incidence
in the Philippines requires further investigation.

The tragic death of Jamaica underscores the need for
a comprehensive and sustained OneHealth approach to
rabies prevention. Public health education must be
intensified to ensure that every individual understands
the importance of seeking immediate medical attention
following any animal bite. Access to PEP must be
maintained. The elimination of rabies in dogs through

B Annual rabies cases reported in EDCS

Fig. 1: Reported rabies cases in the Philippines. The red bars indicate cases reported to the Public Health Surveillance Division, Epidemiology
Bureau, Department of Health, Philippines, as part of the Epidemic-prone Disease Case Surveillance (EDCS), and are subject to change after
inclusion of delayed reports and updates in the status of a case following case review. (3) The blue bars indicate cases reported to the Infectious
Diseases Office, Disease Prevention and Control Bureau, Department of Health, Philippines, reported in the Philippines National Rabies

Prevention and Control Program Strategic Plan, 2020-2025 (4).
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mass vaccination and population control is cost-effective
and has been successfully achieved in many areas.® In
the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, this needs to be
prioritized in the Philippines, as set out in the
Philippines National Rabies Prevention and Control
Program Strategic Plan.* We need to act now to elimi-
nate rabies and protect future generations from this
deadly disease.
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