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Rodents and One Health; An under-recognized public health threat in Sri Lanka - I

This is the first article of two in a series on
“Rodents and One Health; An under-
recognized public health threat in Sri
Lanka”

Rodents

Rodents are among the most widespread mam-
mals accounting for nearly 43% of all mamma-
lian species. They are unified by a single pair of
continuously growing incisors in upper and
lower jaws. Rodents are seen in every continent
except Antarctica.

Understanding Rodent Behaviour

Rodents possess several biological and behav-
ioural characteristics contributing to their suc-
cessful adaptation to a wide range of habitats.
Although their vision is generally poor, they
possess highly developed senses of hearing,
smell, touch, and taste, which help them locate
food, avoid predators, and move freely within
their surroundings.

Rodents are also highly adaptable and repro-
duce rapidly. Many species reach sexual maturi-
ty early and can breed throughout the year with
a period of gestation around 20-25 days
(polyestrial cycle). When combined with con-
stant availability of sufficient amounts of food
and favourable climatic factors rodent popula-
tions can increase quickly, creating significant
challenges for public health and agriculture.

Another important behavioural characteristic
of rodents is their tendency to avoid unfamiliar
objects and foods, "object shyness." This behav-
iour can reduce the effectiveness of traps and
baits and should be considered when planning
rodent surveillance and control activities. Ro-
dentology is a scientific sub discipline focusing
on the biology and behaviour of the rodent spe-
cies.

Public health and economic impact

Nearly 50 diseases affecting humans have been
linked to rodents worldwide. These may be
transmitted directly through infected rodent
urine, faeces, saliva, and bites, or indirectly
through contaminated food, water, soil and ar-
thropod vectors such as fleas and mites. In addi-
tion, rodent fur can trigger allergic reactions in
sensitive individuals. Murophobia, fear of mice
and rats is also a known condition.

Table 1. Selected Rodent-Linked Infections

Group Diseases of Public Health
Importance

Bacterial Leptospirosis, Salmonellosis,
Plague, Tularemia, Rat-bite fever

Viral Hantavirus infections, Lymphocytic
choriomeningitis virus (LCMV)

Rickettsial | Murine typhus and rickettsioses

Parasitic Hymenolepiasis (rat tapeworm),
Angiostrongyliasis (rat lungworm)
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Other than disease transmission, rodents contaminate food
supplies, damage crops, destroy stored grain, and contribute
to substantial economic losses. They can also damage build-
ings, electrical wiring, and water infrastructure, creating addi-
tional public health and safety concerns.

It is estimated that rodents cause 5-15% of the total food loss
every year, which is equivalent to 33 million tons of food,
enough to feed 130 million people. At the same time, it is
believed that 1/4 of fires of unknown origin are caused by
rodent activity and damage is roughly more than 75 billion
dollars in value.

Several characteristics make rodents highly effective res-
ervoirs of disease, such as;

e Adaptability to diverse habitats

e Co-existence in close proximity to human habitats

e Movement between wild, agricultural and urban environ-
ment

e High reproductive rates

e Capacity to carry a wide range of pathogens (virus, bac-
teria, parasites)

Furthermore, urbanization, de-forestation, agricultural expan-
sion and climate change continue to increase the risk of hu-
man exposure to rodent populations.

The Beneficial Role of Rodents

Rodents have been used in scientific research and have con-
tributed to advances in microbiology, pharmacology, and vac-
cine development. Some species are also kept as pets, while
some are used as a source of food in certain parts of the
world. Rodents play a positive role in ecosystems, as preda-
tors in biological control of insect pests and as an important
element in food chains.
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Figurel: Commonly seen rodent species in Sri Lanka

One health perspective

Rodent-borne diseases highlight the close relationship
between human health, animal health, and the environment.

Effective prevention and control require collaboration among
public health, veterinary services, agriculture, local
authorities, and environmental agencies.

One Health approach provides a framework for addressing the
factors that contribute to rodent proliferation and disease
transmission with sustainable solutions.

Strengthening surveillance, improving environmental sanita-
tion, and promoting intersectoral collaboration are essential
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for reducing the burden of rodent-associated diseases in Sri
Lanka.

Key Messages

¢ Rodents are associated with around
50 infectious diseases worldwide.

* Poor environmental sanitation and
waste management contribute to
rodent proliferation and increase
disease risk.

e Climate change, and urbanization
may further increase rodent-borne
disease transmission.

* A One Health approach is essential
for the prevention and control of
rodent-borne diseases.
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Table 2: Selected Vaccine Preventable Diseases & AFP 25t - 31st May 2026 (22" Week)
Number of Number of Total Difference
No. of Cases by Province cases cases number of Total num-  between
Di ’ during during t ber of cases the number
Isease curreqt same g:::?n 0 to date in of cases to
week in week in 2026 2025 date in 2026
2026 2025 & 2025
AFP? 00 00 01 00 00 01 00 00 00 02 01 35 28 25%
Diphtheria 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 0%
Mumps? 00 02 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 02 03 65 68 -4.4 %
Measles3 02 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 02 00 09 02 350 %
Rubella3 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 0%
CRS2 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 0%
Tetanus? 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 02 03 -33.3 %
Neonatal Tetanus2 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 0 %
RIS [ 00O 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 01 00 04 -100 %
cephalitis®
Whooping Cough? 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 01 13 11 18.8 %
Key to Table 2

Provinces: ~ W: Western, C: Central, S: Southern, N: North, E: East, NC: North Central, NW: North Western, U: Uva, Sab: Sabaragamuwa.

Data Sources:
Weekly Return of Communicable Diseases: Diphtheria, Mumps, Tetanus, Neonatal Tetanus, Whooping Cough.
Special Surveillance: AFP, Measles, Rubella, CRS.

AFP* = No Polio cases
Mumps?, CRS?, Tetanus?, Neonatal Tetanus2, Whooping Cough2—Clinically and/ or laboratory confirmed cases
Measles?, Rubella3, Japanese Encephalitis®— Laboratory Confirmed cases

AFP—Acute Flaccid Paralysis
CRS = Congenital Rubella Syndrome
NA = Not Available

AFP and all Vaccine Preventable Diseases except Mumps should be investigated by the MOH Personally.

Take prophylaxis medications for Leptospirosis during the paddy cultiva-
tion and harvesting seasons.

It is provided free by the MOH office / Public Health Inspectors.
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items for publication. All correspondence should be mailed to The Editor, WER Sri Lanka, Epidemiology Unit, P.O. Box 1567, Colombo or sent
by E-mail to chepid@sltnet.lk. The Epidemiology Unit should be formally acknowledged in all resulting publications as the primary data
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