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Denmark to Kill 15M Animals to Stop COVID Mutation Spreading Back to Humans
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The mutation has already been found in a dozen people in the country; the cull could cost hundreds of millions of dollars.  Denmark's prime minister said Wednesday that the government wants to cull all minks in Danish farms, to minimize the risk of them re-transmitting the new coronavirus to humans.

Mette Frederiksen said a report from a government agency that maps the coronavirus in Denmark has shown a mutation in the virus found in 12 people in the northern part of the country who got infected by minks. Health Minister Magnus Heunicke said half the 783 human COVID-19 cases in northern Denmark ”are related” to mink.

“It is very, very serious,” Frederiksen said. “Thus, the mutated virus in minks can have devastating consequences worldwide.”

Denmark is one of the world's main mink fur exporters, producing an estimated 17 million furs per year. Kopenhagen Fur, a cooperative of 1,500 Danish breeders, accounts for 40% of the global mink production. Most of its exports go to China and Hong Kong.

According to government estimates, culling the country's 15 million minks could cost up to 5 billion kroner ($785 million). National police head Thorkild Fogde said “it should happen as soon as possible.”

Denmark’s minister for food, Mogens Jensen, said 207 farms were now infected, up from 41 last month, and the disease has spread to all of the western peninsula of Jutland.

Last month, Denmark started culling millions of minks in the north of the country. The government has promised to compensate farmers.

The country has registered 50,530 confirmed COVID-19 infections and 729 deaths.
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Coronavirus: Calls to shut down 'dirty fur trade'

By Helen Briggs
BBC Environment correspondent       05 May 2020

Tens of millions of animals are farmed for their fur around the world, including raccoon dogs.

Mink have contracted coronavirus, adding to the list of animals known to be at risk of catching the virus.  Mink at two fur farms in the Netherlands tested positive for Covid-19 a week ago.  And last month, it was revealed that lions+tigers at a New York zoo had caught the disease from their keepers.

Coronavirus could be "catastrophic" for endangered wildlife and we must act now to protect them, said Dr Peta Hitchens of the University of Melbourne.  This includes thorough regulation of wildlife trade and trafficking, as well as protection of ecosystems where human encroachment and destruction "has resulted in increased interactions between us and wild animals".

It's not surprising that mink have been infected, she added. The list of mammal species infected during the 2003 Sars (severe acute respiratory syndrome) outbreak numbers at least 16, including mink, palm civets, fruit bats, several species of horseshoe bat, red fox, wild boar, raccoon dog, and domestic cats and dogs.

Officials in The Netherlands believe mink contracted the illness from farm workers and the farms have since been put into quarantine.  The creation of new mink farms was banned there in 2013, while existing mink fur farms have until 2024 to close.

Animal rights organisation Peta has written a letter to ministers calling for the farms to be shut down immediately: "Allowing mink farms to maintain business as usual for nearly four more years - in the face of a global crisis stemming from animal exploitation - would be inexcusable from the perspective of both the risk posed to humans and the harm inflicted on the mink themselves."
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Animal protection charity Humane Society International, which campaigns for a global end to the fur trade, has warned of the risk in other countries, where tens of millions of mink, fox, raccoon dogs, chinchillas and rabbits are farmed.

Claire Bass, executive director of Humane Society International/UK, said in addition to animal suffering, the potential for disease spread is another reason for all fashion companies to go fur-free and for governments to shut down "this dirty trade".  "One of the lessons we must learn from Covid-19 is that we cannot carry on pushing animals to the limit of their endurance without serious consequences for both animal and human health," she said.  "We urge the Netherlands and other countries in the process of phasing out fur farming to speed up their industry closures, and countries yet to commit to bans, including China and Finland, to do so now."

A spokesperson for the British Fur Trade Association said: "The case in the Netherlands demonstrates the efficiency of fur farming bio security measures in Europe and the rigorous controls that are in place. The Dutch authorities confirm that there is no further spread of the virus and that the risk of onward transmission is negligible. "

According to a 2016 report released by the Chinese Academy of Engineering, 75% of China's wildlife trade is dominated by fur production with animals farmed for their fur, such as raccoon dogs, foxes and mink, often ending up at wildlife wet market.
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Coronavirus: Spain orders culling of almost 100,000 mink

Published
    17 July 2020    BBC.com     Analysis by Helen Briggs, health and science reporter

Almost 100,000 mink at a farm in north-eastern Spain are to be culled after many of them tested positive for coronavirus, health authorities say.  The outbreak in Aragón province was discovered after a farm employee's wife contracted the virus in May.  Her husband and six other farm workers have since tested positive for the disease.  The mink, bred for their prized fur, were isolated and monitored closely after the workers became infected.  But when tests on 13 July showed that 87% of the mink were infected, health authorities ordered for all 92,700 of the semi-aquatic animals to be culled.

Authorities said financial compensation will be given to the company that runs the farm, based in a village 200 km (125 miles) east of Madrid.  Along with Madrid and Catalonia, Aragón is one of the coronavirus hotspots in Spain, where more than 250,000 infections and 28,000 deaths have been recorded since the start of the pandemic.

Joaquin Olona, Aragón's minister of agriculture, told reporters on Thursday that the decision to cull the mink was taken "to avoid the risk of human transmission".  Mr Olona stressed that it was not clear if "transmission was possible from animals to humans and vice versa".  But one possibility, he said, was that an infected farm worker unwittingly transmitted the disease to the animals. Another unsubstantiated theory was that the animals passed on the disease to workers, he said.

There have now been more than a million cases of the virus in farmed mink in Europe, with studies underway to look at how and why it's gained such a foothold.  It's been known for a while that mink can catch the infection. And the conditions in a mink farm are such that the disease can spread quickly from one animal to another.  Covid-19 had its origins in the animal kingdom. There are now many opportunities for animals to be exposed through contact with humans carrying the virus.

Mink farmers were alerted to the problem when their animals fell sick. Conservationists are concerned that if the virus were to cross into wildlife, we might not notice for a while. And Covid-19 could be catastrophic for endangered animals, such as gorillas and chimps.

What do we know about animal-to-human transmission?  Studies have shown that the virus is contagious among certain animals, including cats and dogs.  Less is understood about the possibility of animal-to-human transmission, however, with researchers studying the risk.  There have been other cases of workers testing positive for coronavirus at mink farms in Denmark and the Netherlands, both major producers of the animal's fur.  In the Netherlands, tens of thousands of mink have been slaughtered in recent months after outbreaks were discovered at farms across the country.

The move came after the Dutch government said it had found two suspected cases of farm workers being infected by the animals in May.

The World Health Organization (WHO) said the infections could be the "first known cases of animal-to-human transmission" since the coronavirus pandemic began in China.  At a news conference in June, WHO epidemiologist Maria van Kerkhove said "there were individuals who infected the minks, people who infected the mink and in turn some of these mink infected some people".  "We are learning about what this actually means in terms of transmission and what role they [mink] may play," Dr van Kerkhove said.
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