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Disease Fact Sheet Hantavirus 
 
What is hantavirus? 
Hantaviruses are rodent-borne viruses that can cause human illness.  New hantaviruses are 
being discovered all the time, and many of them are not believed to cause human disease.  
The ones that cause human illness are divided into two major groups. 
 
The first group that causes human disease is found mostly in Asia and Europe.  These 
hantaviruses include Hantaan, Seuol, and Puumala, which result in Hemorrhagic Fever with 
Renal Syndrome (HFRS).  Signs of HFRS include headache, fever, flushed face, redness of 
the eyes, and kidney failure. 
 
The second group that causes human disease is found in North, South, and Central America.  
These hantaviruses include Sin Nombre, New York, Bayou, Black Creek Canal, Andes, 
Laguna Negra, Juquitibia, Choclo, and Monongahela, which result in Hantavirus Pulmonary 
Syndrome (HPS).  HPS causes severe respiratory distress often leading to death. 
 
How common is hantavirus? 
It is estimated that 100,000 cases of hantavirus occur worldwide each year. 
 
HFRS is not present in the United States.  HPS is diagnosed sporadically in the United States 
with cases often occurring in clusters.  The largest outbreak occurred in 1993 in the Four 
Corners area of the Southwest.  While deer mice capable of carrying hantavirus live in Ohio, 
there have been no known human cases in Ohio. 
 
How is hantavirus transmitted? 
Hantaviruses are carried and transmitted by rodents.  People can become infected and 
develop illness after exposure to urine, droppings, or saliva of infected rodents or after 
exposure to dust from their nests.  Transmission may also occur when infected urine or 
these other materials come into contact with open wounds or onto the mucous membranes 
of the eyes, nose, or mouth.  In addition, individuals can be exposed to hantaviruses 
through rodent bites from infected animals. 
 
Can you contract HPS from another person? 
In the U.S., HPS cannot be transmitted from one person to another.  You cannot get the 
virus from touching or kissing a person who has HPS or from a healthcare worker who has 
treated someone with the disease.  In addition, you cannot contract the virus from a blood 
transfusion in which you receive blood from a person who survived HPS. 
 
Who is most at risk for contracting hantavirus? 
Any activity that puts you in contact with rodent droppings, urine, saliva, or nesting 
materials can place you at risk for infection.  The chance of being exposed to hantavirus is 
greatest when people work, play, or live in closed spaces where rodents are actively living.  
Construction, utility, and pest control workers can be exposed when they work in crawl 
spaces, under houses, or in vacant buildings that may have a rodent population. 
 
What are the symptoms of HPS hantavirus? 
Early symptoms include fatigue, fever, and muscle aches, especially in the large muscle 
groups: thighs, hips, back, and sometimes shoulders.  There may also be headaches, 
dizziness, chills, and abdominal problems, such as nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, and 
abdominal pain.  About half of all HPS patients experience these symptoms. 
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Four to 10 days after the initial phase of illness, the late symptoms of HPS appear.  These 
include coughing, tightness in the chest, and shortness of breath.  HPS is fatal in 
approximately 40% of the cases. 
 
How long after exposure before I show signs of hantavirus? 
Symptoms usually develop between 1 and 8 weeks after exposure.  It is difficult to 
determine the exact length of time because some people have reported no known contact 
with rodents or their environments, while others had contact for long periods of time before 
contracting the disease. 
 
How is hantavirus diagnosed? 
Blood and some tissues can be tested for specific antibodies to hantavirus. 
 
Can hantavirus be treated? 
There is no specific treatment, cure, or vaccine for hantavirus infection.  However, we do 
know that if infected individuals are recognized early and receive medical care in an 
intensive care unit, they may do better.  In intensive care, patients are intubated and given 
oxygen therapy to help them through the period of severe respiratory distress.  The earlier 
the patient is brought into intensive care, the better.  If a patient is experiencing full 
distress, it is less likely the treatment will be effective. 
 
Does past infection with hantaviruses make a person immune? 
It is believed so, but there is little knowledge at present about Sin Nombre virus.  A past 
infection with one type of hantavirus may not make a person immune to other types. 
 
How can I prevent exposure to hantavirus? 
Eliminate or minimize contact with rodents in your home or workplace.  Seal up holes and 
gaps in your home or garage.  Place traps in and around your home to decrease rodent 
infestation.  Eliminate potential food sources. 
 
When cleaning in areas inhabited by rodents it is important to wear gloves and avoid actions 
that raise dust, such as sweeping or vacuuming.  Infection occurs when you breathe in virus 
particles.  Instead, spray the floor with a disinfectant to kill the virus.  Then wipe up the 
contaminated materials with a damp towel followed by mopping with a disinfectant.  Place 
contaminated debris in a plastic bag, seal it, and place it inside another plastic bag before 
disposal. 
 
For more information, please visit these websites: 

• CDC Hantavirus: www.cdc.gov/hantavirus 
• U.S. National Library of Medicine Hantavirus: 

https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/001382.htm 
• CDC Facts About Hantavirus: www.cdc.gov/hantavirus/pdf/hps_brochure.pdf 
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