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FACT SHEET: Hantavirus  
 

 

WHAT IS HANTAVIRUS?  
Hantaviruses are a family of viruses which can cause serious 
illnesses and death. Different types of hantaviruses are found 
in the United States, and most can cause hantavirus pulmonary 
syndrome (HPS), a potentially serious disease that can damage 
the lungs. The hantaviruses found in the United States are not 
known to spread between people. Hantaviruses are not 
endemic in the District, meaning that this virus is not 
regularly found locally. 

 

WHO CAN GET HANTAVIRUS INFECTION?  
Anyone can become infected with hantaviruses. Those who 
have contact with hantavirus-carrying rodents, or their 
droppings, urine, saliva, or nesting material are at higher risk of 
HPS. Rodent infestation in and around the home remains the 
primary risk for hantavirus exposure. People who handle and 
clean up after rodents, such as pest exterminators and animal 
caretakers, are at higher risk of hantavirus exposure and 
should take precautions. 

 

People who are in close and prolonged contact with someone 
infected with Andes virus, a type of hantavirus known to 
circulate in South America, may also be at risk of infection. 

 
 

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF HANTAVIRUS 
INFECTION? 
Early symptoms include fatigue, fever, and muscle aches, 
especially in large muscle groups like the thighs, hips, back, 
and sometimes shoulders. About half of the people infected 
with hantavirus will also develop headache, dizziness, chills, 
and abdominal problems like nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, and 
abdominal pain. Four to 10 days after the early phase of 
illness, the late symptoms of HPS appear. These symptoms 
include coughing and shortness of breath. Some may 
experience tightness in the chest, as the lungs fill with fluid.  
 

HOW SOON DO SYMPTOMS APPEAR?  
Symptoms usually appear 1-8 weeks after contact with an 
infected rodent. Signs and symptoms of HPS due to Andes 
virus, a type of hantavirus, appear 4 to 42 days after exposure. 

 

HOW IS HANTAVIRUS INFECTION SPREAD?  
People get hantavirus from contact with rodents like rats and 

mice, especially when exposed to their urine, droppings, and 
saliva. The most common hantavirus that causes HPS in the 
United States is spread by the deer mouse. It can also spread 
through a bite or scratch by a rodent, but this is rare. Dogs 
and cats are not known to become infected with hantavirus 
in the United States and cannot spread hantaviruses to 
people.  

 

The Andes virus, found in Argentina and Chile, is the only 
type of hantavirus known to spread from person-to-person. 
This spread is usually limited to people who have close 
contact with the ill person, including direct physical contact, 
prolonged time spent in close or enclosed spaces, and 
exposure to the sick person’s body fluids. 

 
 

HOW IS HANTAVIRUS INFECTION TREATED 
AND IS THERE A VACCINE?  
There is no specific antiviral treatment for hantavirus 
infection. If HPS is suspected, the patient needs emergency 
medical care immediately to manage symptoms. There is no 
vaccine for hantavirus currently available.  

 
HOW CAN HANTAVIRUS INFECTION BE 
PREVENTED?  
To prevent hantavirus infections, people should avoid contact 
with rodent urine, droppings, saliva, and nesting materials. If 
mice or rats are found in or around your home, it’s important 
to clean up after them safely. Rodent control is the primary 
strategy for preventing HPS. Wild rodents near human 
populations should be controlled and excluded from homes. 
Keep wild rats away from pet rats to prevent rodent 
infestations. Hantaviruses are not endemic in the District, 
meaning that this virus is not regularly found locally. 

 

WANT MORE INFORMATION? 
Information about hantavirus and other related health topics 
can be found at cdc.gov. The DC Department of Health 
promotes the health and safety of the District residents. For 
additional information, please visit dchealth.dc.gov or call 
(202) 442-5865.  
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