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Plague 
What is plague?
Plague is a disease caused by a kind of bacteria. 
In nature, the disease is spread from rodents to 
humans by the bite of a flea. During the 

fourteenth century, this 
illness spread across the 
world in three large waves, 
killing one-third to one-half 
of the population in places

Flea infected where outbreaks occurred.  
with plague 

Thanks to improved 
sanitation and living conditions, outbreaks of 
plague are now rare. However, up to 2,000 
cases are reported each year worldwide, 
including about 15 cases in the southwestern 
U.S. 

There are three kinds of plague: 
• 	 Bubonic plague is the most common 

form of the disease in nature, accounting 
for 75-97 percent of cases. The 
symptoms, which come on quickly, 
include fever, chills, weakness, and 
painful, swollen lymph nodes, or 
“buboes.” 

• 	 Septicemic plague – a blood infection 
caused by plague bacteria – is less 
common. It accounts for fewer than 20 
percent of “natural” plague cases. 

• 	 Pneumonic plague is the most severe 
form of the illness – but the least common 
in nature. It accounts for fewer than 14 
percent of cases. However, this is 
believed to be the form of plague most 
likely to result from a terrorist attack. It 
occurs when the bacteria enter the lungs, 
which quickly causes a severe form of 
pneumonia.  
Symptoms of pneumonic plague include 
high fever, chest pain, cough, shortness of 
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breath and coughing up bloody fluid or 
mucus. Unless antibiotic treatment is 
started within 24 hours, the patient can 
quickly go into shock and die. For 
patients who do not receive immediate 
treatment, the death rate is nearly 100 
percent. 
Symptoms of pneumonic plague typically 
appear within one or two days after 
exposure to the bacteria. 

How do you get plague? 
People get bubonic plague from infected 
animals. The bacteria are spread by bites from 
infected fleas, bites or scratches from infected 
animals, or direct contact with infected animal 
carcasses. 

People get pneumonic plague by inhaling 
droplets that contain plague bacteria. The 
droplets are released into the air when infected 
people – or animals – cough. However, if 
plague were to be used as a weapon, the 
bacteria could be released into the air on 
purpose. 

Can you get it from other people? 
Yes – by inhaling droplets released into the air 
when infected people cough. 

Why is it considered  
a possible terror weapon?
The possible use of plague as a weapon has 
been studied for at least 60 years. The Japanese 
reportedly tried to use bomblets to spread 
infected fleas during World War II. Both the 
U.S. and the former Soviet Union developed 
methods for releasing plague bacteria into the 
air during the 1950s and 1960s. 
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Plague is considered to be a possible biological 
weapon because: 

• 	 The bacteria can be released into the air, 
potentially infecting large numbers of 
people. 

• 	 Bacteria released into the air will cause 
the dangerous pneumonic form of plague. 

• 	 Pneumonic plague can be passed from 
one person to another, further spreading 
the illness.  

• 	 Pneumonic plague is a serious illness with 
a high death rate. 

• 	 An outbreak of pneumonic plague would 
cause extreme fear and panic. 

The first sign of a pneumonic plague attack 
would be a wave of people seeking medical 
treatment for severe respiratory problems, 
about one to two days after the attack. By that 
time, the bacteria would no longer be present in 
the air. Without quick, aggressive treatment, 
many of the people exposed to the bacteria will 
die. 

Can plague be prevented?
No vaccine is now available for plague, 
although efforts are underway to develop one. 
When people are exposed to infected people or 
animals, antibiotics can be used to prevent the 
illness – if the treatment is started right away.  

Plague bacteria released into the air will 
survive less than one hour. They are destroyed 
by sunlight, heat and drying. You may also be 
able to reduce your risk of illness if you remove 
your clothing and take a shower, within the first 
hour after being exposed. However, you would 
still need to take antibiotics as a preventive 
measure. 

Can it be treated? 
All forms of plague can be treated with 
antibiotics. However, people with pneumonic 
plague must be treated within 24 hours after 

they develop symptoms.  If they aren’t, 
pneumonic plague is nearly always fatal.   

What should I do if I think I may 
have been exposed to plague?
If you’d been exposed to plague, it isn’t likely 
that you would know it. However, if you have 
any reason to believe that you may have been 
exposed, talk to your doctor immediately. If 
you see any suspicious situations or activity in 
your community – including possible use of 
disease germs as weapons – alert your local law 
enforcement agency. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


