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Disease Fact Sheet Plague 
 
What is plague? 
Plague is a bacterial disease that affects man and animals, especially rodents.  Fleas pass 
the bacteria from animal to animal through their bites.  Plague can exist in different forms, 
and infected people may require strict isolation and disinfection procedures. 
 
Millions of people in Europe died from plague in the Middle Ages, when human homes and 
places of work were inhabited by flea-infested rats.  Today, the disease is relatively rare but 
can still be found in South America, Africa, Asia, and the southwestern United States.  
Globally, the World Health Organization receives reports of 1,000-3,000 cases of plague 
each year.  The U.S. reports about 4 cases per year.  There have been no reports of human 
plague acquired in Ohio. 
 
How is plague spread? 
The most common means of transmission is through the bite of infected fleas.  Fleas 
become infected by feeding on rodents, such as the chipmunks, prairie dogs, ground 
squirrels, mice, and rats.  Cats have occasionally been diagnosed with plague. 
 
Other important sources include the handling of tissues from infected animals (especially 
rabbits or rodents), airborne droplets from humans or household pets with plague 
pneumonia, and laboratory exposure. 
 
Can anyone get plague? 
Yes, but people living, working, or visiting areas with infected rodents are at greater risk.  
Cats from endemic areas have also passed the disease to their owners and veterinarians. 
 
What are the symptoms of plague? 
The initial symptoms include inflamed and tender lymph glands in the body near where the 
infected flea bit the person, fever, chills, headache, and extreme exhaustion.  The disease 
may progress to a generalized blood infection.  Some cases also develop pneumonia.  
People with pneumonic plague may transmit the disease to other people when coughing.  
About 14% of all plague cases in the U.S. are fatal. 
 
How soon do symptoms occur? 
Symptoms usually begin within one to seven days after exposure to the plague bacteria. 
 
How is plague diagnosed? 
Laboratory tests can be performed on blood, sputum, or fluid from a lymph node. 
 
Does past infection with plague make a person immune? 
Immunity after plague recovery is variable and may not provide complete protection. 
 
What is the treatment for plague? 
Persons with plague should be hospitalized and medically isolated.  Several antibiotics, 
including streptomycin, are effective in treating this disease. 
 
For more information, please visit these websites: 

• CDC Plague: www.cdc.gov/plague 

http://www.cdc.gov/plague

