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Poor Sanitation and Intensive Confinement 
Increase Disease Risks
In the US, animals in the pet industry are intensively bred 
in large commercial facilities, creating ideal conditions for 
disease transmission and the emergence of more viru-
lent pathogens. Animals are exposed to many stressors, 
including restricted movement, artificial lighting, loud 
sounds, restricted feeding, and abnormal social group-
ings.2 These stresses weaken animals’ immune systems, 
making them more vulnerable to contracting and transmit-
ting disease.3

Disease Outbreaks in the Pet Trade Are 
Common
Disease outbreaks in the pet trade are frequent. Parrots, 
lovebirds, and finches imported from Pakistan to Italy 
brought Exotic Newcastle Disease, a highly infectious 
and deadly avian virus.4 Imported birds have been linked 
to psittacosis outbreaks and to the introduction of West 
Nile Virus.5 A shipment of rodents from Ghana to the 
US led to a monkeypox outbreak after the disease was 
transmitted from the rodents to prairie dogs and then to 
humans.6 An outbreak of tularemia in prairie dogs at a 
pet distributor in Texas spilled over to humans. During the 
outbreak, the distributor transported more than 1,000 
exposed animals to 10 states and seven countries.7  

Disease outbreaks also harm animals living in the wild. 
Chytridiomycosis, a disease responsible for the extinction 
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of 30% of amphibian species globally, spread through 
trade in African clawed frogs.8

Wildlife Laws Don’t Protect Against  
Diseases
Wildlife trade regulations are aimed at conservation, 
not at preventing disease.9 Further, US health laws are 
designed to protect against established diseases, not to 
prevent the emergence of new ones. For example, domes-
tic and international restrictions on monkeypox in import-
ed rodents were implemented only after the outbreak 
involving rodents from Ghana.

Disease Transmission in the Home
Keeping wild animals as “pets” creates multiple path-
ways for zoonotic spillover, including scratches, bites, 
and touching animal waste and food. Interactions with 
animals in pet stores have resulted in serious diseases 
such as psittacosis (parrots), tularemia (rabbits), rat-bite 
fever (rats), leptospirosis (mice), COVID-19 (hamsters), 
lymphocytic choriomeningitis (hamsters), and Salmonella 
(reptiles).10 

Reptiles, amphibians, and small mammals are a common 
source of Salmonella infection in humans. Salmonella 
is found in the digestive tracts of healthy reptiles and 
amphibians, but it can cause severe illness or death in 
humans, especially among pregnant individuals, young 
children, and the elderly. While Salmonella infection 
has multiple causes, “[r]eptile-associated Salmonella 

Millions of wild animals are bred in captivity or imported into the US each year for the pet trade. This creates 
serious public health risks by facilitating the spread of zoonotic diseases. Zoonotic diseases are among the 
most dangerous on the planet, including HIV Aids, Ebola hemorrhagic fever, and SARS. Spillover events, 
where zoonotic pathogens jump from animals to humans, are the primary source of emerging infectious 
diseases.1 Retail pet sales bans are an important tool for protecting public health and preventing future 
pandemics.

https://www.worldanimalprotection.us/
https://www.worldanimalprotection.us/


worldanimalprotection.us @2025 World Animal Protection. All Rights Reserved.

1   Wondwossen A. Gebreyes et al., The Global One Health Paradigm: Challenges and Opportunities for Tackling Infectious 
Diseases at the Human, Animal, and Environment Interface in Low-Resource Settings, PLoS Neglected Tropical Diseases 8, no. 
11 (2014); Ioannis Magouras et al., Emerging Zoonotic Diseases: Should We Rethink the Animal–Human Interface? Frontiers 
in Veterinary Science 7 (2020): 582743.

2   Morgan, K., Tromborg, C. Sources of stress in captivity. Applied Animal Behaviour Science 102(3-4), 262–302 (2006).

3	 Hing, S. et al., The Relationship Between Physiological Stress and Wildlife Disease: Consequences for Health and Conserva-
tion. Wildlife Research 43(1), 51-60 (2016).

4	 World Parrot Trust. Deadly Newcastle disease discovered in parrots and other birds imported from Pakistan to Italy. February 
29, 2004.

5	 Lanciotti, R. S. et al., Origin of the West Nile virus responsible for an outbreak of encephalitis in the northeastern United States. 
Science 286(5448), 2333–2337 (1999).

6	 Smith, K. F., et al. (2009). Reducing the risks of the wildlife trade. Science 324(5927), 594–595 (2009).

7	 Animal Markets and Zoonotic Disease Risk: A Global Synthesis of a 15 Country Study. Brooks McCormick Jr., Animal Law & 
Policy Program at Harvard and the Center for Animal and Environmental Protection at New York University (2024).

8	 Weldon, C., du Preez, L. H., Hyatt, A. D., Muller, R., & Spears, R. Origin of the amphibian chytrid fungus. Emerging infectious 
diseases, 10(12), 2100–2105 (2004).

9   Smith, K. M., et al. Summarizing US Wildlife Trade with an Eye Toward Assessing the Risk of Infectious Disease Introduction. 
EcoHealth, 14(1), 29–39 (2017).	

10	Halsby, K., et al. Healthy Animals, Healthy People: Zoonosis Risk from Animal Contact in Pet Shops, a Systematic Review of the 
Literature. PLOS One (2014).

11	Mermin, J., et al. Reptiles, amphibians, and human Salmonella infection: a population-based, case-control study. Clinical infec-
tious diseases: an official publication of the Infectious Diseases Society of America, 38 Suppl 3, S253–S261 (2004).

12	Reports of Selected Salmonella Outbreak Investigations. U.S. Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention.

13	Elliott, SP. Rat bite fever and Streptobacillus moniliformis. Clin Microbi-
ol Rev 20: 13–22 (2007).

14	Jury sides with Petco after 10-year-old dies from rat-bite fever. CBS 
News, April 20, 2017; Rat raised to feed family’s snakes fatally bit 
baby. CBS, March 20, 2015.

Liz Cabrera Holtz
Senior Campaigns Manager
World Animal Protection
lizcabreraholtz@worldanimalprotection.us

References

infections are more likely to be associated with invasive 
disease, more commonly lead to hospitalization, and 
more frequently involve infants than do other Salmonella 
infections.”11 Bearded dragons, geckos, and small turtles 
are just a few of the animals sold in chain stores linked to 
recent Salmonella outbreaks.12  

Rat bite fever has a mortality rate of up to 13% if untreat-
ed.13 Multiple children have died after contracting rat 
bite fever, including a 10-year-old boy who purchased 
a rat at Petco and a baby who contracted rat bite fever 
from a rat intended to be used as a “live feeder” for the 
family’s snake.14

Precedent
•	 Washington DC, Cambridge, Beverly and Arlington, 

MA, Easton, PA, and West Hollywood, CA ban the 
retail sale of almost all animals.

•	 Multiple cities ban the retail sale of species other 
than cats, dogs, and rabbits, such as Boston and 
New York City (banning the retail sale of guinea 
pigs) and Ferndale, Michigan (banning the sale of 
birds, ferrets, frogs, reptiles, rabbits, or rodents).
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