
Open Letter to: 
President Cyril Ramaphosa 
khusela@presidency.gov.za 

Minister of Health Dr Zweli Mkhize   

Minister@health.gov.za; Popo.Maja@health.gov.za; DG@health.gov.za 

Minister of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural Development Ms Thokozile Didiza  

Minister@daff.gov.za; BotlheM@daff.gov.za; MphaneM@daff.gov.za 

 

Coronavirus got to us through our food supply – the next pandemic 

will too, not necessarily by way of a virus but by way of a bacterium 

that antibiotics can’t beat 

Epidemiologists tell us Covid-19 was likely transmitted from a bat to a pangolin to a human 

in a Chinese wet market where wild and domestic animals are killed and sold for food. As 

with previous novel viruses, Covid-19 is the direct result of human encroachment on wild 

places, which we continue to do, whether to hunt exotic animals, or to grow the crops that 

feed the billions of domestic animals shut away in factory farms.  

Science points to the fact that pushing into previously undisturbed ecosystems gives viruses 

that are not harmful to their wild animal hosts, an opportunity to jump species and wreak 

the kind of havoc that we’re seeing today. But this is only part of the threat our prevailing 

food supply poses. The other part is the growing impotence of the antibiotics we depend on 

to save human lives. 

Due to decades of selective breeding, factory farmed chickens are virtually genetic clones of 

one another. According to leading Belgian epidemiologist Marius Gilbert, this lack of genetic 

diversity facilitates the potential for bacterial diseases to race through flocks which are 

packed together like sardines in a tin, ratcheting up their virulence as they go. To prevent 

this, antibiotics are administered routinely in the feed of these stressed birds, forced as they 

are to exist in appallingly unsanitary and unnatural conditions. 

More than a decade ago, Animal Voice, in cooperation with the University of the Western 

Cape’s Department of Microbiology, arranged for the testing of antibiotic residue in the 

flesh of 10 fresh broiler (meat) chickens randomly selected from a variety of local 

supermarkets.  

Disturbing results showed that every single chicken tested positive for residue of the front-

line antibiotic Tetracycline. One chicken displayed a residue 55% over the legal limit in terms 

of SA law and six exceeded EU limits. Of note is that Tetracycline residue is not dissipated 

through cooking. In a secondary test, every single one of a further 10 chickens bought live at 

cull markets around Cape town carried bacteria that displayed 100% resistance to Penicillin 

and Ampicillin, both of which are used to treat a broad spectrum of infections and diseases 

in humans. This information was given to Minister of Health at the time, Dr Aaron 

Motsoaledi.  
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Whether we are dealing with a fast-moving virus pandemic, such as Covid-19, or the slow-

motion tsunami of antibiotic resistant bacterial disease, if we are to prevent the next death-

defying public health emergency, we need to look first and foremost to our food supply. The 

mistreatment of animals at a live food market in China is at the root of Covid-19. The 

mistreatment of animals in factory farms is at the root of antibiotic resistance. Yet not one 

word is ever spoken about this by leaders in governments internationally. Not one word.  

President Cyril Ramaphosa repeatedly appeals for ‘kindness’ and ‘compassion’ in almost 

every televised speech he makes in the midst of the Covid-19 crisis. What a missed 

opportunity by our self-professed animal loving president, to impress upon the nation the 

importance of treating animals, in the food chain or otherwise, with respect. Governments 

that continues to brush the cruelty inherent in our food system under the carpet are 

governments that must be held accountable and culpable of jeopardizing public health on a 

grand scale.  

Animal Voice urges President Ramaphosa, Minister of Health Dr Zweli Mkhize, and Minister 

of Agriculture Ms Thokozile Didiza to consider the inevitable food-borne future crises that 

they have the power to prevent, and to act now to reform animal agriculture and hold 

agribusiness to a higher standard. 

After all, chicken isn’t cheap if it costs a million lives. 

Courtesy of: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/mar/25/new-virus-china-covid-19-food-

markets; Laura Spinney, author of The Spanish Flu of 1918 and How it Changed the World. 
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Signed: 

Louise van der Merwe 

Managing Trustee: The Humane Education Trust 

Editor: Animal Voice 

P O Box 825, Somerset West, 7129 

Cell: 082 457 9177  
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