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Opinion

The Latin American livestock industry is strongly affected 
by the presence of the hematophagous bat Desmodus rotundus 
(É. Geoffroy, 1810) due to its effect on meat and milk production 
and the transmission of rabies to herbivores, causing the loss of 
over 50 million dollars a year [1]. Furthermore, this species has 
also an impact on public health because of spoliations and rabies 
transmission to humans [2]. Since the 1970’s, many Latin American 
countries implemented programs for the control of rabies 
transmitted by D. rotundus to herbivores and humans [3]. However, 
in these 50 years, the programs have had a small contribution to 
reducing the negative effects of rabies [3]. From the beginning, the 
population control of D. rotundus in these programs was carried 
out with an extensive use of vampiricide paste by two ways: Use 
around the wound on bovines e equines and topical application on 
bats [4,5]. 

The vampiricide paste is available for purchase in Brazil and is 
to be used by cattlemen whenever they observe recent bites on their 
livestock. This procedure will eliminate only the individuals that are 
spoliating the cattle. Another recommended and main use for the 
paste is its application on the back of the common hematophagous 
bats. This procedure should only be used by properly trained 
technicians of the official control teams because it involves the 
capture and handling of bats. Its efficiency has been criticized 
by technicians themselves, by conservationists, and by wildlife  

 
protection organizations. Technicians report that only a small 
number of D. rotundus is eliminated by the paste, causing a scanty 
impact on the control of bovine rabies outbreaks. Conservationists 
question the indiscriminate killing of bats by the excessive and 
uncontrolled use of paste in D. rotundus shelters. The carcasses 
of the bats eliminated by this method would accumulate inside 
the shelters and might be ingested by wild carnivore mammals. 
Moreover, several different non-hematophagous species share 
the shelters with D. rotundus [6] and can also be affected by this 
method. Nevertheless, a more precise and reliable analysis requires 
more studies [3]. Recently, a group of technicians and researchers 
from various countries [3] analyzed the current problems and 
challenges of rabies transmitted by D. rotundus to humans and 
herbivores in Latin America. It is necessary to find and study new 
alternatives for controlling this important disease for the most 
Latin American countries. In this communication, we would like to 
express our opinion that currently there are no alternatives capable 
of short-term efficient results in the control of hematophagous 
bat populations. However, we take this opportunity to propose a 
change in the way of viewing this problem, which can also justify 
alterations on the application of vampiricide paste. 

The increase in D. rotundus populations has been pointed out as 
one of the causes of human and bovine rabies outbreaks [3]. If that 
is true, the teams responsible for the control of D. rotundus have 
been late in taking action. In truth, they should have captured the 
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specimens responsible for the attacks before the rabies outbreak 
takes place. This way, these bats would be captured when they 
are most abundant in the region. How will we realize this? With 
permanent surveillance, preventive education and cooperation 
between technicians and cattlemen, we can be alerted to the time 
when we should execute the control with the use of vampiricide 
paste applied on the bats. While technicians are working in reducing 
the population of D. rotundus, cattlemen vaccinate their animals to 
prevent the emergence of rabies. We know that this work will be a 
great challenge to control this disease in Latin America. It is neither 
practical nor efficient to wait for the first case of rabies in the herd 
to trigger the response of the D. rotundus control team.

The signal for starting the population control cannot be a cow 
dying of rabies, since its death means that the rabies is already 
settled in the region. It is a very late sign: the bat will die by rabies 
a few days after transmitting the disease to the cow, which will 
then go through an incubation period of 30 to 45 days before 
dying too. Thus, when the bat control team arrives at the rabies 
outbreak region, they will probably capture and apply the paste on 
bats that have survived and/or were not reached by the disease. 
Eliminating these individuals might pose a problem in the future 
because the space vacated by them could be occupied by bats 
migrating from other regions and with unknown immunological 
status. Thereby, it is recommendable that the rabies prevention 
strategy for herbivores should be executed before this disease is 
settled in the region. That is, the D. rotundus population control 
should be executed when the excess bats is “the problem”, to avoid 
the rabies becoming “the problem”. We suggest here that the paste 
on Desmodus rotundus should be used only during attack outbreaks 
and not during rabies outbreaks. A similar strategy should be used 
by health technicians (community health workers and nurses) to 
control rabies in humans. Community health workers would inform 

their superior whenever they meet cases of spoliation of humans by 
D. rotundus.

People who are bitten would be immediately vaccinated and, 
when there is an increase in these attacks, official teams should be 
triggered because it reflects a growth in Desmodus population and/
or a change in the economic activities in the area [2]. Rabies is a 
zoonosis that is almost always fatal but that can be prevented, when 
the control reaches it before it starts affecting people and animals. 
This permanent surveillance work could be capable of keeping the 
D. rotundus populations under control, preferably in low numbers. 
It might even return to being considered a rare species, the same 
way it is in preserved neotropical forests or with only minor 
alterations [7].
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