WARNING ISSUED

BY DAWN WALTON

Skunks that should be hunker-
ing down to hibernate in
southern Manitoba are instead
braving low temperatures to
hound horses, attack inani-
mate objects and charge at
people.

A rabies outbreak has hit

E Brandon, prompting police in
FManitoba’s second largest city
to issue a rare warning this
week to beware bizarrely be-
having skunks.

“On New Year’s Eve when we
came home, there was a skunk
chasing the horses in the pas-
ture,” recalled Barb Vinthers,
who has an acreage at the city’s
outskirts and a horse farm as a
neighbour.

“We’ve been here 35 years,”
she added, “I've never seen a
frabid skunk. Don’t want to see
another one. They’re very ag-
‘gressive.”

Since mid-December, two
cases of rabid skunks have
been confirmed - either by
testing or by observing aggres-
sive behaviour - in that area of
the city. Traps have also been
set, as officials expect more.

Three horses are now under
60-day quarantine in case they
have been exposed to the virus
from skunks nipping at their
hooves. Officials are warning
people to keep their pets under
control, indoors and vaccinat-
ted against the almost-always
fatal disease.

On New Year’s Day, Brandon
animal control officer Kelly
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Pettinger responded to Ms.
Vinthers’s complaint of a can-
tankerous skunk and found
himself under assault.

“It was biting a lady’s broom,
attacking it leaning up against
the house,” he recalled. He fol-
lowed it for a few houses, at-
tempting to capture it, but the
animal turned and ran toward
him.“I shot it,” he said.

The Canadian Food Inspec-
tion Agency usually counts
hundreds of cases a year of ra-
bies in animals, normally in
skunks, bats and raccoons, but
the virus has also been found
in domestic animals. In recent
years, Ontario, Quebec, Mani-
toba and Saskatchewan ac-
counted for the bulk of animal
infections; the virus has rarely
surfaced in Atlantic Canada.

“It’s something that we kind
of live with here in Canada,”
said Lynn Bates, a veterinary
program officer with the CFIA.
“But it’s not often we would
get skunks within the city
limits.”

The viral infection, which is
carried by warm-blooded ani-
mals, attacks the central ner-
vous system and the brain.

Infected animals can display
symptoms including aggres-
sion, depression and paralysis,
which can lead to drooling, as
well as odd behaviour such as
wild animals that shed their
fear of humans or pets being
scared of their owners.

The virus is transmitted
through the saliva of an infect-
ed animal, usually by a bite or
scratch; it can also be passed
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Brandon faces rabid skunk outbreak

Two cases confirmed as sick animals chase horses, attack broomsticks

on by alick to a cut or contact
with mucous membranes.

In people, symptoms can de-
velop quickly - usually within
20 days to two months - or
take several years to emerge.
Infected people experience flu-

like symptoms first, but the vi- *

rus can quickly progress to
cause anxiety, confusion, in-
somnia, hallucinations, a fear
of water, difficulty swallowing
and convulsions before the vic-
tim slips into a coma.

While human cases of rabies
are rare in Canada, 24 people
have died of the disease since
record keeping began in 192s.

Last year, a 73-year-old Alber-
ta man died after being bitten
by a rabid bat many months
before and failing to seek treat-
ment before symptoms devel-
oped. The most recent victims
before him included two peo-
ple also infected by bat bites, a
52-year-old British Columbia
man in 2003 and a nine-year-
old Quebec boy in 2000.

Ms. Vinthers has been phoni-
ng neighbours to alert them
that the skunk problem that
plagued the area all summer
has now turned dangerous
with confirmed cases of rabies.
She’s also trying to stay inside
and she watches where she’s
walking.

“Checking the garage before
you get out of the car,” she
said. “When you drive in, you
make sure that you look
around to make sure there’s no
skunks lingering around the
corner.”




