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Editorial

Explosive Rise in Viral Infections Through Meat-Sellers
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To the editor,
In developing countries, inadequate meat process-

ing facilities, and unhygienic environments at slaugh-
terhouses cause occupational hazards to workers, meat-
consumers, or anyone exposed to that environment. Mul-
tiple flaws e.g. inadequate training, inadequate infrastruc-
ture, poor hygiene etc. contaminate the meat and transmit
pathogens. The transmission of viral infections through
meat-sellers is one of the most neglected public-health
risks. This mode of transmission is least focused in the lit-
erature, while occupational transmission of viruses is al-
ways discussed in context of trading of diseased animal
meat. However, there is not a single study that highlights
the role played by butchers (who themselves are positive
for multiple viral infections) in transmission of viruses.

The team of researchers working at the genome cen-
tre at molecular based diagnostics and research, Lahore
Pakistan, observed an unexpected surge in human immun-
odeficiency virus (HIV) and hepatitis C virus (HCV) cases
from one particular area during the recent week. In an
attempt to figure the reason behind the transmission of
this life-threatening virus, the researchers visited an abat-
toir and collected blood samples of meat-processing work-
ers, who had cuts on their hands while slaughtering ani-
mals. The researchers screened blood samples to test the
presence of prevalent viruses, including Hepatitis B Virus
(HBV), HCV, and HIV. Their blood samples were tested at the
laboratory using the SACACE kit (Sacace Biotechnologies,
Como, Lombardia) and cepheid smart cycler II thermal cy-
cler automated real-time polymerase Chain reaction sys-
tem (Boston Industries, Inc. Walpole USA) for viral quan-

titation. The researchers observed that two butchers had
significantly high viral load of HIV, HBV, and HCV, whereas,
some butchers were positive for hepatitis A virus (HAV) and
hepatitis E virus (HEV) (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Open cut observed on the hand of an HIV- and HCV-positive butcher

Butchers use a common ham-cutting machine that
causes hand injuries with frequent bleeding, and the meat
contaminated with the blood of infected butchers is trans-
mitted to meat consumers and their household. Although,
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evidence for viral transmission through food are sparse
yet the current observation highlighted the possibility of
spread of viruses through slaughter-houses and butchers.
The most common possible high risk groups were hospital-
based e.g. healthcare-professionals, surgeons, doctors, and
nurses yet viral transmission through butchers have al-
ways been downplayed. Limited evidence has reported the
outbreaks of HEV and HAV by meat products (1-4).

In conclusion, butchers should be periodically
screened against different viral infections because they
are in contact with healthy citizens as well as immuno-
compromised citizens while selling their meat. Their risky
practices, such as knife-cuts and blood-letting, is posing a
serious threat to the lives of the entire community, which
is why improvements should be made to facilities and
practices in all abattoirs.
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