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DO ANIMALS GET CORONAVIRUS? 
There is no evidence that animals can 
be infected with the coronavirus that is 
now in circulation. But we should err 
on the side of caution, says virologist 
Wim van der Poel of Wageningen Vet-
erinary Research. He and his col-
leagues are going to study whether 
and how animals can catch the virus, 
as part of the efforts to develop a vac-
cine. 

Do animals play a role in transmitting 
this coronavirus? 
‘We don’t have any data from China  
showing that pets and livestock can be 
infected with SARS-CoV-2 (the official 
name of the virus that causes COVID-19 – 
‘coronavirus disease-2019’ in full, ed.), or 
that they are a source of infection for 
humans. But that is something that calls 
for further research.’ 

A dog in Hong Kong did test positive for 
SARS-CoV-2. 
‘At present it is not clear whether the dog 
was really infected, or whether it was a 
case of an environmental contamination, 
with the virus getting onto the dog’s 
mucous membranes through contact 
with the owner.’

It is compulsory to report any case of an 
animal testing positive for coronavirus. 
‘Vets who suspect that a dog or cat is 
showing symptoms after contact with a 

coronavirus patient can get in touch with 
us. If an animal tests positive, we will 
report this to the Netherlands Food and 
Consumer Product Safety Organization, 
which will pass the information on to the 
World Organization for Animal Health.’

Are you getting a lot of requests for 
testing now? 
‘Up to now we have tested just one dog, 
and it didn’t have the virus. We also got a 
request recently to test ingredients for 
animal feed and foodstuffs. There are no 
indications that the virus is spread via 
food, but apparently some countries 
want to err on the side of caution and are 
tightening up import requirements.’ 

You are going to research how animals 
react to the virus? 
‘In collaboration with an international 
consortium, we are going to research 
whether and how animals get infected. 
We are doing those tests in the context of 
vaccine development because new vac-
cines have to be tested on animals first. 
People are working on developing vac-
cines in various places around the world. 
The consortium spreads the odds of suc-
cess so we can produce a vaccine as fast 
as possible.’

What should a pet owner or a farmer do 
if they catch the virus? 
‘Even though there is no evidence that 
pets play a role in spreading the virus, 
coronavirus patients are advised to keep 
contact with pets to a minimum, includ-
ing stroking, cuddling and letting them 
lick you. If possible, leave pet care to oth-
ers in the house who are not sick. The 
same advice applies to livestock farmers. 
Better safe than sorry.’  TL
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Coronavirus patients 
should keep contact with 
pets to a minimum, 
including stroking and 
cuddling

‘Don’t ask too 
much of people’
It looks like WUR staff will be 
forced to work from home for the time being. How does 
this affect people? Resource asked Herman Kok, lectur-
er in Business Management & Organization. ‘This might 
open up the home working debate.’

What does working from home do to people?
‘People who were already working from home have adapt-
ed to it and are used to finding the right work-life balance. 
But I think there is a large group who had no idea what to 
expect. Now they are trying to work at the kitchen table 
with the kids running around and their partner at home, 
for instance. That is stressful. 
A lot of research has been done on working from home 
since the 1980s, mainly with regard to the work-life bal-
ance, satisfaction and professional and social isolation. 
However, little attention has been paid to the spatial as-
pects of the home working environment. That is why we 
have decided to make a virtue of necessity: the current sit-
uation gives us a unique opportunity to study this on a 
large scale and so I have started a free nationwide moni-
tor with my company Shign. We are studying the effects of 
the space and facilities employees have on their well-be-
ing, work-life balance and productivity. That will be inter-
esting for employers, and for us researchers of course.’  

How can the organization support people?
‘Mainly by not asking too much of people. Working from 
home is normally about doing administrative tasks with 
the occasional meeting. You can’t expect people to do the 
same as at the office. Filling the days with online meet-
ings is going too far. People need to find their own 
rhythm. They also have a need for social contact. That has 
to be online now. Some people arrange virtual coffee 
breaks for chatting. As regards the workplace, ergonomic 
aspects are important of course but I don’t think you 
should expect your employer to go all out right now. I am 
not expecting employees to make an issue of it at the mo-
ment, but it might cause problems if the situation contin-
ues for long.’ 

Does working from home have benefits?
‘I think we can learn from this situation. To date, WUR 
has always been reluctant to let staff work from home so I 
am curious to see what the experiences are and whether 
there will be an evaluation. At the moment everyone is 
working at home whether they like it or not, but if it suits 
some people perhaps they could do so more often. This is 
an opportunity to open up the home working debate.’  TL


