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A Day at the Zoo
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We have not progressed all that far
from our microbial forebears.
They are still with us, part of us.
Or rather, we are part of them.
Lewis Thomas

IEWED UNDER AN ELECTRON
microscope, it resembles nothing so much
as one of Modigliani’s celebrated reclining
nudes, languishing on some invisible sofa.
But this particular nude is no seductive
femme fatale, but a deadly, asexuallyreproducing predator: an Ebola virus.
Catch Ebola, a hemorrhagic virus, and
you have a 70% chance of experiencing a
very unpleasant death within a week or two,
likely delirious with fever, bleeding from
the eyes and ears, and coughing up blood.
And what do Ebola, AIDS, Anthrax,
Malaria, MERS, West Nile fever, Zika,
Bird flu, Swine flu, Mad Cow disease, and
SARS (Covid-19) all have in common?

by martin zamyatin

CDC/Cynthia Goldsmith

These and about 200 other diseases are
‘zoonotic’ diseases, caused by bacterial,
viral, or parasitic infections that pass into
the human population from an animal source,
directly or through an intermediary species.
Zoonotic diseases have long existed, but
our modern globalized economy allows an
isolated local outbreak to quickly transform
into a full-blown worldwide pandemic.
Currently, about 60% of known infectious
diseases in humans and 75% of all emerging
infectious diseases are zoonotic in origin,
and they are collectively responsible for an
estimated 2.5 billion cases of illness and 2.7
million deaths worldwide each year.
Zoonotic diseases spread by mosquitoes,
fleas, or ticks—like Malaria, Dengue fever,
and Lyme disease—have historically posed
the most serious threat, but birds and animals
are increasingly becoming a disease vector.

Various reasons account for this shift,
including changes in food supply chains and
increased exploitation of wildlife for food,
but the biggest cause by far is industrialscale factory farming of birds and livestock.
The world’s insatiable appetite for meat
has led to the large scale concentration of
animal agriculture, with large numbers of
animals raised in close proximity to one
another, often in very poor conditions.
Globally, about 90% of the over 75 billion
animals slaughtered for food each year are
factory farmed, and the percentage is
increasing in an effort to meet growing
demand, especially in developing countries.
As a substitute for proper husbandry, large
quantities of antibiotics are often applied.
(70% of all antibiotics used in the U.S. are
administered to livestock.) Ironically, this
dependence on antibiotics is leading to
widespread antimicrobial resistance, or
AMR, itself an increasing threat to public
health. (AMR has the potential to cause up
to 10 million human deaths by 2050.)
Plague—a zoonotic disease which has
given rise to the deadliest pandemics in
history—is still found in many places in the
world, but has been kept in check in large
part through the use of antibiotics.
In modern factory chicken farms, as many
as 125,000 meat-producing chickens are
packed tightly together in football field
sized sheds, while egg-laying hens are
crammed into battery cages no bigger than a
sheet of office copy paper. The stress and
filth these harsh conditions create weakens
the animals’ immune systems, making them
susceptible to even relatively mild pathogens.
A highly pathogenic strain of avian (bird)
flu, H5N1, originated in commercial poultry
farms in Hong Kong in 1997 and quickly
spread throughout Southeast and East Asia.

And the devastating 1918 flu pandemic
which killed 50 million people—misnamed
‘Spanish’ flu—was in fact also a bird flu.
On commercial pig farms, these highly
intelligent animals are held in small, metal
crates that prevent them from barely moving.
Being genetically very similar to us, pigs
can carry avian flu, swine flu, and human
flu simultaneously, making them ideal
incubators for viruses deadly to people.
The last major global pandemic prior to
SARS-CoV-2 (Covid-19) was swine flu,
which originated in industrial scale pig
farms in Mexico in 2009, but ultimately
infected millions of people worldwide and
killed between 150,000 and 575,000 people.
The problem is not confined to poor or
developing countries: Studies show the
continued presence of several major swine
flu virus strains in at least half of the
European pig farms examined, and another
bird flu outbreak in 2009 originated in an
industrial chicken farm in North Carolina.
The best way to create more deadly global
pandemics is to build more factory farms
and stuff them with genetically uniform,
immunocompromised and drugged animals,
adding to the 25 billion chickens and
hundreds of millions of pigs and other
livestock farmed at any one time globally.
For our own safety, it is urgent that we
begin shifting away from factory farming
toward more healthy and sustainable
livestock farming systems, such as organic,
agroecological, and regenerative methods.
Unfortunately, more natural methods often
come at the expense of the extremely high
productivity and relative low cost of factory
farming, so it is essential that we also reduce
our consumption of animal meat and rely
much more on sustainable, plant-based
sources of protein. ◾

