IAHAIO position statement
Zoonoses and animal-assisted interventions
Considering that:
•

there is a wide range of documented benefits arising from human-animal interactions and animal
assisted interventions (AAI) including health, social, emotional and psychological benefits and that
these are enhanced when good standards of animal welfare are met.1;

•

there is a degree of risk of zoonoses in AAI. Zoonotic diseases are those that can be passed
between animals and humans. These include viral, bacterial, fungal and parasitic diseases.;

•

there are many routes of transmission such as direct contact including injury, via ingestion of
contaminated food or water, environmental contamination or by arthropod vectors. 2 ;

•

the risk of the transfer of zoonotic disease in AAI is dependent on factors including: 3
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

the age and health status of humans involved, for example the need for careful consideration
of the suitability of immunocompromised patients and pregnant women to engage in AAI with
certain species of animals
the age, health, temperament of the animals
the source of the animals and their region of origin
the species of animals
preventative veterinary measures e.g. vaccination, parasite control
hygiene measures e.g. handwashing and animal husbandry protocols etc ;

in a planned multidisciplinary AAI program, following a carefully devised veterinary care protocol
and involving low risk species, the reported incidence of zoonotic transfer has been found to be very
low.4

IAHAIO advises:
A considered approach to AAI. Programme planners should be knowledgeable about the benefits of such
interactions, whilst also recognising that potential risks need to be addressed.
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1. IAHAIO advises that all programs delivering AAI should minimize the risk of zoonotic transfer by
adopting clear protocols that are consistently applied. These include, but are not limited to:
•

preparing written documentation/policies outlining how preventative measures to minimize the
risk of zoonotic transfer are to be implemented in practice.

•

the careful planning of the AAI program before implementation, involving a multidisciplinary
approach, including the expertise of a licensed veterinarian and human health care practitioners
relevant to the clients served. This to ensure:
▪
▪
▪
▪
▪

•

careful selection and screening of suitable animals – in terms of health, zoonotic risk,
temperament, behaviour, origin and suitability for the AAI task
particular attention to the higher zoonotic risks associated with farm species and
poultry
particular attention to the very high associated risks with exotic species and wild
animals5
careful consideration regarding suitability or possible unsuitability of human
recipients/clients (for example, immunocompromised patients, including pregnant
women) to engage in AAI with certain species of animal
the exclusion of animals fed on raw meat, raw fish or unpasteurised milk and any byproducts of these foods, due to unacceptable risks of zoonoses 6

the ongoing assessment of animals involved in AAI by a licensed veterinarian, experienced in
the species concerned, to ensure that good standards of animal welfare are adopted.

2. IAHAIO supports the following principles relating to zoonoses and AAI:
•
•
•
•
•

the education of health care professionals involved in delivering AAI about the importance of
implementing protocols designed to minimize the risk of zoonoses, as part of a ‘One Health’
approach 7
veterinary and animal behaviourist involvement in animal selection, screening, matching to AAI
tasks, implementation of preventive health programs and on-going health assessments
research into zoonotic disease and preventative measures as they relate to AAI
keeping records of the incidence/prevalence of zoonotic disease in AAI programs
the promotion of Responsible Pet Ownership 8
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