A Severe Dog Bite in a Small Child. (How Can It
Become an Ethical Dilemma?)
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It only just now happened to us at the Queen
Saovabha Memorial Institute. Father and mother,
an upper middle class couple, brought their 2 year
old girl to the animal-bite clinic. The child had severe
(at least 10) lacerating bites of the face and scalp.
They had been inflicted by the family dog, 5 years
old and vaccinated against rabies only once some
4 years ago. The wounds had been sutured the pre-
vious day at a local hospital. The child was terrified
and screaming at a high pitch without repreave.
What to do?

Thailand is a canine rabies endemic country
and one time vaccination of a dog does not confer
long lasting immunity against rabies(1). The dog,
which was known as irritable and ready to bite,
could nevertheless be shedding rabies virus(2), It
also is a dangerous animal, particularly in a house-
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hold with a small child. Children can be maimed and
even killed by such a dog(3). The child suffered
severe injuries which, should the dog be rabid, anti-
cipate a very short incubation period and would
mandate immediate treatment including injection of
all the bite wounds with rabies immune globulin(4).
The clinic staff therefore suggested two options :

1) Kill the dog and bring it to the institute
for immediate necropsy and testing of the brain by
fluorescent antibody staining which has a sensiti-
vity of near 100 per cent(5). If the test is negative,
no rabies postexposure treatment would be indi-
cated(0) and the child would be spared from further
trauma. The family would also be rid of this dange-
rous animal.

2) Start immediate postexposure treatment
with injections of all wounds using immune glo-
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bulin and start with the first dose of rabies vaccine.
The vaccine series could be stopped if the dog is
found well by a veterinarian in 10 days(7).

The ensuing discussion with the parents
was disturbing. The mother wanted option 1. The
father refused killing or having the dog killed and
insisted on 2. The calculated dose of immune gio-
bulin, not adequate by volume to inject all of the
wounds, was then diluted in saline and the wounds
were injected and vaccination was started. The dog
was said to be well 10 days later and all further
treatment was discontinued.

A lengthy discussion of this case among
the clinic, veterinary diagnostic and immunology
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laboratory staff at the institute followed later. The
overwhelming opinion was that the dog should have
been killed or euthenized to spare the child the addi-
tional trauma of the postexposure treatment. One
female staff member, when asked what she would
have done if she would have been the mother, said :
“I would have killed my husband first and then
the dog”. What were the motives of the father to
refuse euthenizing his viscous dog and subjecting
the child to further trauma? Could it have been
simply his rather selfish belief that it would give
him personally “bad luck” rather than a true reli-
gious abhorrence of killing? Is his action com-
mendable or not?

(Received for publication on March 31, 2001)
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