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Diseases transmitted by pets 
Bruno B. Chomel 

Puppies are great companions for children, but they con also be responsible for transmitting rabies. 
Photo WHO/ PAHO/ C. Go99ero 

Animals have always played an 
important part in our societies 
as a source of food, labour and 

companionship. In most industrial
ized countries, more than one house
hold in two reports owning a pet of 
some kind, with dogs, cats and birds 
being by far the most common 
choices. Recently, however, in a 
trend which is particularly marked in 
North America and western Europe, 
people have begun choosing pets 
from a wider range of species. 
These include not only small rodents 
and ferrets , but also reptiles, pot
belly pigs and even bats. 

There exist more than 150 infec
tious or parasitic diseases which can 
be transmitted from vertebrate 
animals to humans. Those high
lighted here are mentioned either 
because they are extremely severe, 
especially in children, or because 
they are very common, though often 
underreported. 

Transmission by bites and 
scratches 
Dogs and cats can be a source of 
several major zoonotic diseases. 
Among these, rabies is certainly the 
most feared, as it is always fatal in 

patients who do not receive treat
ment. It is estimated that every year 
more than 50 OOO people worldwide 
die of rabies. The bite of any pet in 
countries where rabies is endemic in 
dogs or wildlife should be reported 
to the health services, and the animal 
responsible should be placed in 
quarantine for at least ten days. 

Dogs remain the major threat; in 
recent years , several reports from 
areas in which dog rabies is endemic 
have emphasized the role played by 
very young rabid puppies in human 
infection. Over the last few decades, 
post-exposure treatments for rabies 
have been greatly improved and 
modern vaccines should now be 
made more accessible and less 
expensive in the developing world, 
where humans are most at risk from 
rabies. In addition, mass rabies 
vaccination campaigns aiming at a 
coverage of at least 70% of dogs, the 
application of leash laws and the 
placing in quarantine of animals 
responsible for bites are essential to 
ensure that human infection is re
duced. 

Another disease associated with 
dog and cat bites is pasteurellosis. 
This bacterial infection, caused by 
Pasteurella multocida, is character
ized by a sharp pain where the bite 
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was received, which the victim only 
starts to feel some hours after being 
bitten. The pain is accompanied by 
redness and swelling, and sometimes 
the lymph nodes become enlarged. 
If not treated with appropriate anti
biotics (penicillin or amoxicillin, for 
example), this infection can lead to 
severe complications such as tendon 
or bone destruction. Pasteurellosis 
infections are particularly common 
following cat bites. 

Cat scratches are also a source of 
human infections, especially in 
children and teenagers exposed to 
young kittens. "Cat-scratch disease", 
caused by a recently identified 
bacterium, Bartonella henselae, is 
typically a benign, subacute, re
gional lymphadenitis (inflammation 
of the lymph nodes) in which the 
agent responsible is introduced 
through the skin . In people whose 
immune system has been weakened, 
it causes bacillary angiomatosis, a 
life-threatening vascular disease in 
which tumours are formed from 
blood cells. Domestic cats may be 
healthy carriers of the organisms and 
can be infected for up to several 
months. The disease is transmitted 
from cat to cat primarily by fleas; as 
a result, flea-infested stray cats are 
more likely to be a source of human 
infection. 
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Children with their favourite kittens. Cot scratches con be a source of 
human infection if the cots themselves have been exposed to in fection. 
Photo WHO/PAHO/C Goggero 

Free-roaming or feral dogs ore more likely than well-groomed pets to 
come into contact with a variety of pathogenic agents that they con 
transmit to humans. Photo WHO, by courtesy of Dr H. Motter 

Other modes of transmission 

In countries where plague (caused 
by Yersinia pestis) is endemic, free
roaming pet cats can become in
fected or carry infected rodent fleas 
that pass the disease on to humans. 
Cats are very susceptible to plague 
and develop bubonic, pneumonic 
and septicaemic plague. Several 
human cases of bubonic and pneu
monic plague in the USA have been 
associated with exposure to pet cats. 

Most diarrhoeal and gastro
intestinal illnesses are acquired 
through consumption of tainted food 
items, but pets, too, can carry infec
tious agents, such as Campylobacter 
or Salmonella. Puppies or kittens 
with diarrhoea pose the greatest 
zoonotic risk. It should be common 
sense to prevent infection by wash
ing one's hands after contact with 
pet animals and prior to eating. 
Reptiles are carriers of a wide range 
of Salmonella species. Recently, 
many more iguanas have been pur
chased as pets, particularly in the 
USA, and this trend has been charac
terized by several severe, even fatal, 
Salmonella cases in young children . 
Pet turtles also are a major source of 
Salmonella infection, causing out
breaks in many countries worldwide. 

Pet rabbits are rarely a source of 
zoonotic diseases. Rodents, on the 
other hand, transmit a wide range of 
viral infections, including hanta
virus. This is a serious disease 
which produces flu-like symptoms 
together with kidney deficiency, or 

even kidney failure. This disease 
can also cause an acute respiratory 
distress syndrome. Another acute 
viral infection which can be very 
severe in children is lymphocytic 
choriomeningitis (LCM), leading to 
a flu-like illness followed by neuro
logical symptoms, such as aseptic 
meningitis. In both the USA and 
Germany, outbreaks of LCM have 
occurred in children contaminated 
by pet hamsters. Outwardly healthy 
rodents can be carriers of the virus. 
In any case, it is important to re
member that non-domesticated 
rodents should not be kept as pets. 

Parasitic infestations are com
mon in young pets. Cats are the 
definitive hosts of the agent of 
toxoplasmosis, Toxoplasma gondii, 
which is a common infection in 
humans, especially in developing 
countries or countries where meat is 
traditionally consumed under
cooked. Most infected persons may 
not show clinical signs, but if 
women are infected during preg
nancy, this can result in abortion, 
stillbirth, or congenital defects such 
as mental retardation. Pregnant 
women should either not clean cat 
litter boxes at all or do it every day 
to prevent the Toxoplasma eggs from 
maturing. In developing countries, 
puppies and kittens may be heavi ly 
infested with roundworms (Toxocara 
canis or T.cati) that they shed into 
the environment. Young children 
who are playing outside may be 
infected by ingesting eggs present in 
the soil or on contaminated hands or 
other objects. One of the complica-

tions of these infections is ocular 
larva migrans which causes strabis
mus, failing vision and eye pain. 
There are two main preventive 
measures: pets should be dewormed 
regularly, particularly when young; 
and they should be prevented from 
defecating in sandboxes where 
children may play. 

Pet birds, especially psittacines 
(such as parakeets, cockatiels and 
budgerigars) frequently harbour 
Chlamydia organisms, shedding 
them in their faeces and spraying 
them as aerosols. Humans acquire 
psittacosis by inhalation of infec
tious aerosols. The disease is an 
atypical pneumonia with fever, 
headaches, muscle pain and short
ness of breath accompanied by a 
non-productive cough. Treatment is 
based on the use of antibiotics, such 
as doxycycline, and in industrialized 
countries most imported psittacine 
birds receive a preventive antibiotic 
cure for three to four weeks. 

In summary, people need to be 
aware of the health risks associated 
with pet ownership, but it should be 
emphasized that zoonotic diseases 
are usually quite rare. Owners who 
look after their pets properly, ensur
ing that they are well nourished, 
correctly vaccinated and regularly 
examined by a vet, should have little 
to fear. • 
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