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PREFACE

Despite the tremendous medical progress made since the middle of this century,
infectious diseases remain the leading cause of death among humans worldwide. Many
infectious diseases have long been recognized as threats to human health; others, the
“emerging” diseases, have been identified only recently. A substantial number of these
diseases are classified as zoonoses because animals are their natural reservoirs.

The continued human encroachment upon and alterations of  natural ecosystems will
likely result in more frequent encounters with animal reservoirs of recognized pathogens
as well as encounters with previously unknown infectious agents. One of the most im-
portant tools in identifying and minimizing the impact of infectious disease outbreaks is
intensive and continuous surveillance. In the case of zoonotic diseases, surveillance can
be carried out by monitoring reservoir populations. Data collected on infection preva-
lence and population characteristics of reservoir species can be used to assess risk to
humans and ameliorate or prevent outbreaks of human disease.

A recent example of an encounter with a previously unknown agent was the 1993
outbreak of hantavirus pulmonary syndrome (HPS), which caused an initial 70% mortal-
ity among predominantly young, previously healthy adults in the southwestern United
States. The etiologic agent of HPS, Sin Nombre virus, has been shown to be carried by the
deer mouse, one of the most common and widespread rodents in North America. Epide-
miologic surveys and ecologic studies of reservoir populations are necessary to deter-
mine the threat to public health and to help establish guidelines for risk reduction.
Other significant examples of rodent-borne viruses include members of the
Arenaviridae, which cause hemorrhagic fevers and other disease in humans throughout
much of the world.

This manual is intended as a guide for those persons performing ecologic and epide-
miologic studies involving populations of rodents which are potentially infected with
hantavirus. However, the procedures outlined are appropriate for any study of small-
mammal populations that may harbor an infectious zoonotic agent capable of causing
severe disease or death. The manual covers the following major topics in detail: selection
of appropriate collection sites; trapping methods that provide a representative sample of
the rodent population; handling, operation, and placement of traps for small mammals;
safe and humane techniques for trapping and handling rodents; selection of appropriate
sample fluids and tissues and detailed methods for obtaining these samples; proper
storage, packaging and shipment of specimens to the laboratory; effective decontamina-
tion and cleaning of traps and other materials; safe disposal of infectious wastes; and
careful collection and recording of all pertinent data. The manual is illustrated with
black and white photos to assist the trainee in understanding these techniques. Sample
forms are provided in appendices and can be adapted to specific programs by users.

It is our hope that the information contained in this manual will provide assistance to
investigators involved in the collection and handling of small mammals and will facili-
tate surveillance efforts necessary to control and prevent the spread of infectious diseases.
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