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Abstract 

The ethics of the human-animal relationship, called animal ethics, is complex and 

depends on many factors (habits, education, and religion). Both components of animal ethics, 

the human-animal relationship and the way animals are treated by humans, were affected in 

this pandemic. Coronaviruses are common in many species of animals and can be transmitted 

from animals to humans as in COVID-19. After highlighting the initial cause of the disease as 

the virus transmission from animals to humans, many people suddenly gave up their pets 

abandoning them. Lockdown and loneliness have led to increased adoption of pets, but the 

occurrence of several cases of COVID-19 in them has quickly led to increased abandonment. 

Another human action in this pandemic was the mass killing of animals suspected of 

transmitting the virus to humans, just like other diseases, the victims now being animals 

raised for fur. The race for COVID-19 treatments/vaccines has led to the creation of many 

experimental models from rodents to non-human primates. These studies have led to an 

increase in the acceptance by the population of the use of animals for scientific purposes but 

also to a degradation of the moral status of animals that have become laboratory instruments 

in reporting. 

The analysis of animal ethics in the COVID-19 pandemic shows that the 

anthropocentric theory of the human-animal relationship dominates, and the relational theory 

of self-saving and those close to us is more current than ever. However, our relationship with 

animals must reconcile life veneration with the inevitability of killing them. 

 

Keywords: Animal ethics, COVID-19, Animal coronaviruses, Pets, SARS-CoV-2, 

Anthropocentrism. 

 

Introduction 

The ethics of the human-animal relationship also called animal ethics is reflected in 

human-animal relationships, in the way people see the use of animals and thus influence their 

human action and behavior towards animals. Animal ethics may vary according to the 

perceived category or use of the animal in relation to the role of the harmful animal or 

parasite, pet or farm animal (Taylor & Signal, 2005; Coeckelbergh & Gunke, 2014). 

Human attitudes towards animals are also influenced by phylogenetic distance, 

aesthetics and vulnerability (Serpell, 2004). Differences in the way humans view the moral 

value of animals will lead to different perceptions of how humans should treat animals. These 
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differences sometimes lead to conflicting judgments about how humans should treat animals, 

the real needs of animals and the interests of the involved people. The evolution of science 

tends to give animals (especially mammals and some birds) cognitive abilities, a mental 

universe much higher than the mere assumption of being sensitive (Christen, 2010).  

The extension of moral consideration to animals derives from the extension of moral 

theories that have been developed to regulate human activities and impose standards on 

actions and decisions that may affect other human beings. Therefore, we will find in the 

academic field an extension of the ethical theory of utilitarianism to all sentient beings and of 

the theories of rights inspired by Kantian deontology and community theses (Feinberg, 1978). 

This article analyzes the attitude of humans towards animals during the COVID-19 

pandemic, from the onset of disease through the transmission of SARS-CoV-2 virus from 

animals to humans to the use of animals for the scientific purpose of explaining the 

pathogenesis of the disease, developing new treatments, medical equipment and creating 

vaccines to immunize the population against the disease. The analysis is based on original 

scientific articles in English, articles found in the PubMed MEDLINE, Web of Science Core 

Collection and medRxiv/BioRxiv (preprint) databases up to January 2021. English-language 

press articles available on the internet were also studied. 

Without claiming to be exhaustive, the article covers the main aspects of human-

animal moral relations in COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

Transmission of COVID-19 virus from animals to humans 

Severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 or SARS-CoV-2 is the causative 

agent of the disease called Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19), first described in China, Wuhan, 

at the end of 2019 (Wu et al., 2020). The disease has spread rapidly globally, causing 

significant morbidity and mortality, so that in March 2020, the World Health Organization 

declared COVID-19 a pandemic (Cucinotta & Vanelli, 2020).  

Coronaviruses are common in several species of domestic and wild animals, including 

cattle, horses, dogs, cats, ferrets, camels, bats, etc. Coronaviruses can be transmitted from 

animals to humans (e.g. SARS-CoV, MERS-Co-V and now SARS-CoV-2). The primary 

reservoir of the virus is the bat (Rhinolophus affinis), but the transmission to humans was 

made through intermediate hosts, cat-civet at SARS-CoV, camel dromedary at MERS-CoV 

and pangolin at SARS-CoV-2.  

In SARS-CoV, the virus was transmitted from bat to civet, and the consumption of 

this animal and its handling led to the appearance of the disease in the human population. Dr. 

Carlo Urbani, who was at the beginning of the pandemic at its outbreak, alerted the World 

Health Organization (WHO) and the rapid intervention of this organization caused the 

pandemic to have only 800 victims (Fleck, 2003).  

In the case of SARS-CoV-2, it seems that the natural reservoir is also the bat (Zhou et 

al., 2020). People in Wuhan caught live bats in caves near the city, where bats hibernated in 

November. The bats were taken to the live animal market in Wuhan, where they were kept in 

cages near the pangolins and in this way the virus could spread to the pangolins, or there was 

an epidemic of disease among bats, and the pangolins fed on insects on their corpses. The 

pangolin is an endangered, scaly skin placental mammal that feeds on ants and is appreciated 

by the Chinese for meat, but especially for scales used in traditional medicine on a large scale 

as an aphrodisiac. Transmission to early cases was most likely through contact with live 

animals sold in markets and/or consumption and handling of processed meat, but also through 

handling and processing of scales. The virus can be found in feces, urine and meat and 

therefore it was possible to transmit it to those who handle it without caution. If this 

occurrence is natural, it is closely linked to several factors, especially ecological: human 

activity and probably trade in wild animals that allowed human exposure to the virus. The 
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virus is thought to be of animal origin because it has been shown to have a 96.2% identity 

with a bat virus strain called Bat CoVRaTG13 and a pangolin coronavirus, and a 

recombination between coronaviruses of these 2 animal species would have generated the 

new coronavirus (Wrobel et al, 2020; Dimonaco, Salavati & Shih, 2020).  

Although it is still difficult to determine exactly how this initial contact was made 

between humans and animals carrying the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, however, there has 

been an exponential and rapid increase in the last quarter of the twentieth century of zoonosis. 

There is a strong correlation between this phenomenon and the number of threatened bird and 

mammal species according to the criteria of The International Union for Conservation of 

Nature Red List of Threatened Species - IUCN (Morand, Owers & Bordes, 2014). Research 

suggests that the pressures exerted by these anthropogenic activities on biodiversity, in 

particular the overexploitation of living resources (including poaching), the fragmentation 

and rapid reduction of natural habitats leading to a collapse of animal and plant populations 

and a significant loss of genetic diversity and phylogenetic are at the origin and multiplication 

of these zoonosis (Morand, Jittapalapong, Suputtamongkol, Abdullah  & Huan, 2014).  

Over 70% of diseases are common to humans and animals, and the health of the 

environment, water, air and soil is directly related to human health. Globalization and easy 

access to fast travel have made cross-border diseases a major concern for food safety and 

food security. Unsustainable human activities, natural disasters (fires and floods), create 

pathways for the formation and spread of pathogens, chemicals and other pollutants that 

contaminate the air, water and environment in which we live and produce food. In the last 

three decades, about 75% of new human infectious diseases have been zoonotic.  

The global population has exceeded 8 billion people and is estimated at approximates 

30 billion animals are raised annually to provide food for this population (Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2016).  

However, now responsible for the faster spread of the virus, which has led to the 

current ongoing pandemic is human-to-human transmission.  

 

Pet and Farm animals  

With the development of the middle class and urbanization, the habit of owning a pet 

spread throughout the world. People began to speak in a positive way about animal 

intelligence. At the same time, the idea spread that animals could have character and 

personality and the psychological foundations were laid for the conception that some animals 

are entitled to a greater moral consideration (Keith, 1983).  

After the confirmation of COVID-19 disease, the declaration of the pandemic and the 

highlighting of the probable main cause of the disease as the transmission of the virus from 

animals to humans, many people, gave up their pets abruptly and without reason, including 

stray animals (Thomson, 2020; Ho, 2020).  

The imposed lockdown and the accompanying loneliness have especially led to an 

increase in the number of adoption of dogs and cats in Europe (Fox, 2020). Owning a pet 

improves the physical and mental condition of the owner, but also brings greater 

responsibilities (Powell et al., 2019; Ratschen et al., 2020). However, the emergence of 

several cases of COVID-19 in dogs and cats from Hong Kong to the USA has quickly led to a 

halt in adoptions and even an increase in dropouts (Parry, 2020).  

Although specialists have shown that animals have become ill from their owners and 

that the increased anthropomorphizes of pets will continue to lead to the transmission of 

diseases from humans to animals, the excessive popularization of these cases and the fear of 

death has led to the massive removal of pets and their abandonment. The fact that people 

returned to work after lockdown and realized that the responsibility they have when owning 

an animal is quite high has also contributed to the abandonment of animals (Fox, 2020).  
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Although the zoonotic origin of COVID-19 is almost certain, only one case of human 

contamination by animals by SARS-CoV-2 has been documented on a mink farm in the 

Netherlands, and there is currently no evidence that animals are involved in the spread of the 

pandemic in the human population (Oreshkova et al., 2020; Oude Munnink et al., 2021). On 

the other hand, human-animal contamination by SARS-CoV-2 has been described several 

times: since the first case on February 26 of the dog infected by its owner in Hong Kong, 

other cases have been reported in the same city (2 dogs and a cat), as well as in Belgium (a 

cat), in the United States (5 tigers, 3 lions, 7 dogs, 5 cats), in France (2 cats), in Spain (2 cats, 

a mink farm), Germany (one cat), Russia (one cat), the Netherlands (25 mink farms) and 

Denmark (3 mink farms) as in January 2021. A serological study in Wuhan after the Covid-

19 epidemic showed that of 102 cats tested, 11 were infected (Zhang et al., 2020). In France, 

9 cats and 12 dogs in close contact with 20 veterinary students with COVID-19 (suspected or 

confirmed) remained COVID-19 negative. In addition, COVID-19 - positive cats were found 

near Dutch mink farms (3 cats out of 11 on a farm and 7 stray cats out of 24 near two infected 

farms, these 24 stray cats did not enter homes) (Oreshkova et al., 2020). However, the 

transmission of the disease between animals is possible, as shown by a study in which 

infected cats transmit the disease to uninfected cats (Halfmann et al., 2020). 

Except in the particular case of the mink farm in the Netherlands, where the spread of 

the virus by aerosols, favored by a high density of animals inside animal shelters, rapidly 

infected the vast majority of minks, as well as two employees, none of these observations it 

currently allows us to conclude that SARS-CoV-2 is contagious from animal to human or 

from animal to animal. Moreover, there are no data in favor of transmitting the virus to wild 

animals under natural conditions. 

In order to avoid the contamination of animals by humans, but also to avoid the 

abandonment of pet animals, agencies such as the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) have 

developed several protocols for the care and contact with animals (Centers for Disease 

Control, 2021). 

In recent decades, public opinion has shown a growing concern about the over-

industrialization of farmed animals and their welfare (The American Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, 2020). There are also concerns about the spread of 

zoonosis through these farms (Jones et al., 2013).  

During the pandemic, concerns increased, both against the background of possible 

illness of workers, but also to the reduction in animal care, the press reports being numerous 

in this regard (Frerick & Mitchell, 2020; Gawthorpe, 2020). The pandemic and lockdown 

with closing restaurants, reducing travel has caused the meat market to collapse. Many 

slaughterhouses were closed; farmers no longer had a place to slaughter their animals, being 

forced to kill them on their farms (Polansek & Huffstutter, 2020).  

Another human action related to animals in this pandemic was the mass killing of 

animals suspected of transmitting the virus to humans, just as in the case of bird flu and swine 

flu. The victims this time were animals raised for the production of fur, nutria and mink. Tens 

of thousands of fur animals have been euthanized in farms in the Netherlands, Spain, France 

(Koopmans, 2020), the most shocking action being in Denmark. As many as 17 million 

minks have been killed in masse and buried in mass graves on army grounds after the Danish 

government announced that a coronavirus mutation had been reported, raising fears that it 

could be transmitted to humans or could compromise the vaccination action (Oxner, 2020). 

The country's prime minister later said there was no evidence of a human mutation, and 

acknowledged that there had been no sick mink in Denmark since September, although 

authorities ordered the killing of millions of animals a month later in October (Murray, 2020). 

One of these viruses has four mutations in its Spike protein. This was demonstrated in 

laboratory tests in people who contracted Covid-19. But the virus itself is no more dangerous 
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or contagious. Danish scientists feared that the mutant virus called 'cluster 5' has the potential 

to make future vaccines less effective (Lassaunière et al., 2020). In addition, according to the 

WHO, in 214 cases of people with COVID-19 were identified in Denmark with variants 

associated with farmed mink in June, hence this eradication decision taken by Danish 

authority (WHO, 2020). "We prefer to take one measure too much rather than one less," said 

the head of the Danish Diplomacy (Suliman, 2020). All these actions in the fight against 

Covid-19 and limiting the spread of the disease to humans highlight on the one hand 

excessive and sometimes hasty actions of humans on animals, and on the other hand the fact 

that the industrialization of animal husbandry for meat and fur production must be closely 

monitored paying much more attention to animal welfare. 

 

Animals used for scientific purposes 

At the time of COVID-19 pandemic, the entire scientific community in the world 

mobilized in researching the pathogenesis of this disease, in identifying treatments, in 

discovering vaccines, in evaluating new medical equipment and devices, etc. One of the tools 

used was the laboratory animal, the pandemic showing the importance and necessity of 

animal studies (Genzel et al., 2020). Benefiting from the results of SARS-CoV research on 

animals, new ways, new methods, new molecules were sought that can stop the evolution and 

spread of COVID-19. The new pandemic rules, the urgency and the need for rapid results 

have allowed animal studies to be carried out without following the complex procedures that 

follow an animal experiment, namely ethical evaluation and authorization of studies by the 

competent authority, procedures that could last up to 3 months. Rapid evaluations have 

replaced complex evaluations. The results obtained made the population have a wider 

acceptance of animal experiments. However, this excessive use has also led to an 

instrumentalism of the laboratory animal and its discretionary use by humans, the animals 

being considered as laboratory reagents similar to chemical and immunological reagents, 

which raises ethical issues requiring other approaches (Fenton & Johnson, 2020). Based on 

published studies, animal models of SARS-CoV and MERS-CoV include civet cats, 

camelids, non-humans primates, mice, hamsters, ferrets, rabbits and other potential hosts 

(Roberts et al., 2008). With regard to SARS-CoV-2, the main model animals were mice and 

non-human primates, especially the rhesus macaque. Cat models may be quite useful for 

understanding the shed/spread kinetics of SARS-CoV-2 (Bosco-Lauth et al., 2020). Extensive 

studies have also been performed on hamster, ferret, dog, pig, and animal models suitable for 

COVID-19 are still sought (Lakdawala & Menachery, 2020). Studies on COVID-19 are 

numerous, so the Cochrane study register for Covid-19 listed on 23 January 2021 more than 

40000 studies launched, with 4423 of them being interventional (Cochrane-COVID-19, 

2021). At the same date there were 11 vaccines approved in different countries, 78 candidate 

vaccines and 201 vaccines at different stages of development (McGill COVID19 Vaccine 

Tracker Team, 2021) all requiring in one form or another animal studies, even if the results 

can sometimes be false or even controversial (Deb, Shah & Goel, 2020). However, there are 

also studies and attempts to replace animals in these experimental studies current technology 

allowing scientific advances without the use of animals (Busquet, Hartung, Pallocca, Rovida 

& Leist, 2020) some of which can be used in the COVID-19 pandemic (Si et al., 2020). All 

these efforts show that the replacement of animals in biomedical experimentation can be 

achieved in the future. 

 

Conclusions 

The ethics of the relationship between humans and animals in the COVID-19 

pandemic, manifested by various actions, showed that the anthropocentric theory of animal 
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use in favor of man dominates, and the relational theory of personal saving and loves one is 

more current than ever. 

However, strengthening the moral status of animals and our relationship with animals 

must reconcile veneration with life with the inevitability of using and harm sometimes 

animals and increase the quality of life of animals through education and legislation. 
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