Environmental Close-Up: Human Health and Exotic Species

Monkeypox is a communicable viral disease that occurs in several kinds of mammals, primarily in rainforest regions of central and west Africa.  It is similar to smallpox but generally a much milder form of disease.  Discovered in 1958 in Africa, monkeypox was first reported in prairie dogs and humans in the United States in May 2003.  Individuals began contracting monkeypox primarily as a result of contact with prairie dogs that had contracted monkeypox from diseased imported African rodents.  Investigations implicated a shipment of imported animals from Ghana that arrived in Texas on April 9, 2003.  This shipment contained approximately 800 small mammals of nine different species, including six genera of African rodents, which came in contact with prairie dogs. 


In June 2003, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) implemented an immediate embargo on the importation of all rodents from Africa.  As a public health measure, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), along with the CDC, prohibited the transportation in interstate commerce or sale or offering for sale or any other type of commercial or public distribution, including release into the environment, of prairie dogs and the following rodents from Africa: tree squirrels, rope squirrels, dormice, Gambian giant pouched rats, brush-tailed porcupines, and striped mice.  The 2003 embargo was replaced by an interim final rule, with further restrictions by the FDA in November 2003.


The initial outbreak of monkeypox linked to exotic animals caused 37 confirmed, 12 probable, and 22 suspect human cases in the United States.  While these numbers do not appear to be that great, there is no way of knowing how widespread such an outbreak could be.  Emerging infectious diseases that originate in animals, such as monkeypox, plague, and West Nile virus, do pose a threat to public health in North America.  


In early 2003, an outbreak of a new viral disease known as severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) originated in China.  It is a variation of a coronavirus, a class of virus commonly associated with the common cold, but it causes severe symptoms and, if untreated, may result in death.  In June 2003, the SARS virus was isolated from an animal known as the masked palm civet.  This animal is used for food in China and is the likely origin of this new human disease.  In January 2004, the government of China ordered the killing of thousands of masked palm civets when a new case of SARS was detected in that country. 
