
SARS-CoV-2 environmental& food 
contamination  
- further reflections-  

Maurizio Ferri, FVE 

 

24th EFSA Meeting of the StaDG-ER, 9th-10th December 2020 



Who we are 



What we aims to 



New viruses on the horizon 

• known ability of CoVs 
(recombination/mutations) to jump 
(eg. spill-over) to new hosts and be 
efficiently adapted to them after 
gaining new (genetic) tools. 

 

• what if the next “jump” or 
“mutation” is capable to transfer via 
food? 
 

• we need to better predict food 
safety impacts of potentially new 
viruses? 



Risk amplification or real risk?  

• June 2020: SARS-Cov 19 discovered 
on a chopping board used for 
imported salmon at the Beijing's 
largest wholesale food market. 
 

• Cinese authorities strengthened 
inspection and increased screening 
of imported meat and seafood 
products 
 

• doubts on the salmon  as the source 
of infection most likely the chopping 
contaminated by an infected owner 
or customers, or other products that 
carried the virus. 
 
 

 
 
 



• July 2020, SARS-Cov 2 detected 
seven times on the packaging of 
imported frozen seafood products 
across several cities in China  
 

• July 2020: coronavirus was found 
on the packaging of shrimps 
imported from Ecuador to China  
 

• the nucleic acid tests on the shrimp 
bodies and inner packages showed 
negative results 

 
• suspension of imports from three 

Ecuadorian companies due to the 
risk of the SARS-Cov 2 . 

 
 

Risk amplification or real risk?  



• August 13 2020: a sample of 
frozen chicken wings imported 
from Brazil has tested positive 
for SARS-Cov 2 in the southern 
Chinese city of Shenzhen 
 

• Philippines imposed a 
temporary ban on poultry meat 
imports from Brazil  

 
• Hong Kong halted chicken 

imports from Chinese Aurora's 
Xaxim facility.  

 
 

Risk amplification or real risk?  



COVID-19 and food safety risk 

• EFSA (March 9, 2020): to date  
there is no evidence that food has 
been a source or vehicle of COVID-
19 infection for people (low risk) 

 
• WHO: highly unlikely that people 

can contract COVID-19 from food 
or food packaging 
 

• CDC:  the risk of infection by the 
virus from food products, food 
packaging, or bags is ‘thought to 
be very low’. 
 

• BfR (Germany): low risk  
 



• SARS-CoV-2 persists for limited time, 
from hours to days on different surfaces 
in experimental environments (e.g. 
controlled relative humidity and 
temperature) 
 

• there is no evidence that contaminated 
packages exposed to different 
environmental conditions and 
temperatures can transmit infection 
 

• SARS-CoV-1 can survive at refrigerated 
temperatures, no sufficient research 
into freezing 
 

 

COVID-19 and food safety risk 



• is necessary to carefully monitor the 
scientific literature for any new and 
relevant information 
 

• to develop effective and validated 
rapid detection tools for SARS-CoV-2 
to check and monitor the feed and 
food chain  
 

• to build a diagnostic platform with 
validated test is beneficial for food 
consumers and COVID-19 certification 
of food chain industries   
 

 

COVID-19 and food safety risk 



• possible fecal-oral 
transmission of the virus 
from infected patients * 
 

• implications for areas with 
poor sanitation, hospital 
environments, food 
production and processing 
environment 

 

• hygienic prevention 
measures  surfaces  
 

*  Charleen Yeo et al .. Enteric involvement of coronaviruses: is faecal-oral transmission of SARS-

CoV-2 possible? The Lancet, Vol 5, April 2020. 

SARS-CoV-2 faecal transmission 
implication for food safety?   

• wastewater surveillance of COVID-19 in the community  



• human coronaviruses (HCoV) can 
survive for extended periods in 
the environment, eg. aqueous 
environments 
 

• SARS-CoV-2 is transmitted via 
sewage into the natural aquatic 
environment where wildlife and 
harvested crops might become 
contaminated  
 

• implications for Water Treatment 
Plant (WWTP) 
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SARS-CoV-2 faecal transmission 
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Publicly available new COVID-19 cases by 

reporting date(persons) 

Primary sludge SARS-CoV-2 RNA concentration 

(virus RNA gene copies mL-1sludge) 

* Jordan Peccia et al.. SARS-CoV-2 RNA concentrations in municipal sewage sludge leading indicator of COVID-19 outbreak 

dynamics. June 12, 2020. medRxiv preprint doi https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.05.19.20105999. 

 

• SARS-CoV-2 RNA concentration in 
primary sludge follows the epidemiology 
curves established by compiled COVID-19 
testing data and hospital admissions* 
 

• need to conduct WWT surveillance of 
COVID-19 in the community in the 
framework of epidemiological monitoring 
of COVID-19?  
 
 

• raw wastewater and sludge-based 
surveillance (wastewater-based 
epidemiology-WBE) for SARS-CoV-2 RNA 
concentrations is particularly useful for 
low and middle-income countries where 
clinical testing capacity is limited. 

SARS-CoV-2 faecal transmission 
implication for food safety?   



• no evidence that food has been 
associated with the transmission of the 
virus (more research is still required) 

                        
 

• to carefully monitor the scientific 
literature  
 

• to develop effective and validated rapid 
detection tools for SARS-CoV-2 to check 
and monitor the feed and food chain    
 

 

SARS-CoV-2 uncertainties: food as vehicle of  

infection?  

• a validated test is beneficial for food 
consumers, official inspection bodies and 
COVID-19 free certification of food chain 
industries.  


