
GUIDANCE FOR VETERINARY PRATITIONERS 
 

ANIMALS THAT HAVE BITTEN STAFF, PET OWNERS OR OTHER PEOPLE 

New Jersey Law 
 
New Jersey Statutes 26:4-78 through 80 require physicians, parents and guardians of 
children, and adults when they are not attended by a physician, to report animal bites to 
the LHD where they reside. Reports should include the contact information for the bite 
victim, information describing the biting animal and the contact information for the animal 
owner, if applicable. A directory of local health departments is posted online:  
www.localhealth.nj.gov   
 
New Jersey Revised Statutes 26:4-82 authorizes the Health Officer to order the owner of 
a dog, cat or other domestic animal that has attacked or bitten a person to confine the 
animal upon the premises of the owner or at another place designated by the Health 
Officer for at least 10 days after the animal has attacked or bitten a person. 
 
New Jersey Revised Statutes 26:4-86 authorizes an agent of the LHD to examine the 
confined animal at any time to determine if the animal has developed clinical signs of 
rabies. If the animal dies or is euthanized within the 10-day confinement period, the 
Health Officer may order laboratory testing for rabies to be performed. 
 

The Veterinarian’s Responsibility   

 
It is strongly recommended that veterinary practitioners report all known or suspected 
bites or exposures to person from a suspect rabid animal to their LHD. The report should 
include the animal owner’s contact information and a description of the biting animal, if 
applicable. LHDs have designated staff to investigate and confine biting animals for 10 
days or arrange for rabies testing at the State laboratory, if the animal is clinically ill with 
signs of rabies. Laboratory testing would not be necessary if the animal remains healthy 
through the 10-day confinement. Domestic animal confinements are usually completed at 
the owner’s residence. LHD staff typically will issue the confinement notice to the animal 
owner and then return to release the confinement order 10 days later to ensure that the 
animal didn’t die or is not ill with signs of rabies.   
 
It is recommended that practitioners ask owners of animals presented for euthanasia if 
anyone was bitten by the animal within 10 days and include this question on their 
euthanasia release form. Laboratory testing would not be necessary if the animal 
completes the 10-day confinement before euthanasia. However, if a bite has occurred 
within 10 days of death, the Health Officer can, and usually will, order the animal to be 
tested for rabies, pursuant to their authority by N.J.R.S. 26:4-85. If euthanasia can be 
delayed until the 11th day after a bite, the animal would not need to be tested for rabies.   
 
In the event a practitioner becomes aware of a bite AFTER euthanizing an animal, they 
should notify the Health Officer immediately and not freeze or dispose of the animal’s 
carcass until such action is approved by the Health Officer.  
 
In situations where an animal owner is upset that his/her pet will be decapitated for 
rabies testing, practitioners can remove the brain, submit it for testing, and return the 
body of the animal to the owner in (almost) intact condition. Proper protective equipment 
should be used when removing the brain or decapitating the head to prevent exposure. 

http://www.localhealth.nj.gov/


 

SUSPECT RABID ANIMALS 

New Jersey Law 
 

New Jersey Revised Statutes 26:4-78 states that: “Whenever a dog, cat, or other animal 
is affected by rabies or suspected of being affected by rabies or has been bitten by an 
animal known or suspected to be affected by rabies, the owner or person in charge of the 
animal or any person having knowledge thereof, shall notify the local board (i.e., local 
health department) having jurisdiction of the place where the animal is located.” A 
directory of local health departments (LHDs) is posted online:  www.localhealth.nj.gov    
 

The Veterinarian’s Responsibility   

 
If a practitioner determines that a domestic animal is displaying clinical signs of rabies or 
has been exposed to rabies, he or she must make a report to LHD. A complete history 
should be taken from the owner of the animal including vaccination status, history of 
wounds, contact with wildlife, onset of symptoms and the names of people who have 
been bitten by the animal or may have had nonbite exposures (saliva from the animal 
contaminating an open wound or mucous membrane) within 10 days prior to the onset of 
illness. Although this report can initially be made via telephone, a written report should 
also be either mailed or faxed to the LHD. 

 
If the animal is euthanized, the veterinarian should decapitate and store the head under 
refrigeration until it is delivered to the State Public Health and Environmental Laboratory 
(PHEL) for rabies testing. Decapitation should be done using gloves and eye protection 
to ensure that the veterinarian is not exposed to the rabies virus. Pursuant to medical 
waste regulations, specimens submitted to the PHEL CANNOT be returned to the owner. 
 
If the animal is not euthanized, it is recommended that it be hospitalized or confined and 
observed or, for livestock, confined separately from other animals and observed.  
Precautions should be taken to prevent bites or exposures by isolating the animal, 
limiting staff contact and wearing gloves, eye protection, and other PPE whenever the 
animal must be handled. If the animal does have rabies, its condition will deteriorate 
rapidly, with death usually occurring within several days of onset. If the owner refuses to 
hospitalize a suspect rabid animal, immediately notify the LHD with jurisdiction where the 
animal is kept. 

 
Veterinarians may be presented with sick raccoons or other high-risk wildlife (i.e. skunks, 
foxes, groundhogs, or bats). If there has been a bite or other exposure to a person or 
domestic animal, the animal should be euthanized and tested for rabies. Rabid wildlife 
may not show characteristic clinical signs of rabies and may survive the infection. 
 
LHDs can address rabies-related questions and be a valuable resource to practitioners 
for other zoonotic disease situations. They can be contacted through the police 
department in the event of emergencies on nights, weekends, and holidays.   
 
Prepared by: The Infectious and Zoonotic Diseases Program, Division of Epidemiology, 
Environmental, and Occupational Health, Department of Health 
 

http://www.localhealth.nj.gov/

