Snakes make good food. Banning farms won't help the fight against coronavirus

Written by Daniel Natusch, Honorary Research Fellow, Macquarie University

The wildlife trade has long been closely linked to disease outbreaks . It has been implicated in
the SARS epidemic of 2002, Ebola in 2013 and now in the COVID-19 coronavirus.

In response to the COVID-19 outbreak, China has tentatively banned the farming of many
wildlife species. The move has been celebrated by many in the international community.

But our work in Asia over the past ten years tells a different story. Banning legitimate snake
farms might prove counterproductive to disease suppression.

Though snakes were early suspects as the source of the Wuhan coronavirus, reptiles have
never been linked to any of the World Health Organisation’s

top ten
infectious diseases which pose the greatest threat of epidemics.

Snakes are different

One reason is straightforward. Snakes are cold-blooded (more correctly “ectothermic”) and
have a very different physiology to humans. Viruses co-evolve highly specialised relationships
with their hosts and are often species-specific.

Occasionally, a chance mutation might allow a virus to infect another species, but the more
different the new and old hosts are to each other, the less likely that is.

Compared with transmission between mammals, or even from birds to mammals, the probability
of a virus crossing from a cold-blooded reptile to a warm-blooded human is remote .

In parts of Asia where H5N1-type viral outbreaks such as bird and swine flu are now endemic,
hundreds of snake farmers rely on waste protein such as pork and poultry by-products as feed.



https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3371803/
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/article/3052151/china-bans-trade-eating-wild-animals-battle-against-coronavirus
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/oryx/article/asian-snake-farms-conservation-curse-or-sustainable-enterprise/55920297BFED7418BDB7D82C89936112
https://theconversation.com/snakes-could-be-the-original-source-of-the-new-coronavirus-outbreak-in-china-130364
http://origin.who.int/blueprint/priority-diseases/en/
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/312/5772/394
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0168160509003341
https://www.who.int/influenza/human_animal_interface/HAI_Risk_Assessment/en/
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Read more: How to feed nine billion people, and feed them well

Disease outbreaks regularly wreak havoc with conventional livestock industries but never, to
our knowledge, with snake farming.

In this context, reptiles represent a natural biological barrier to viral diseases.

They enable farmers to build financial resilience through diversity , dampening the many risks
associated with livestock monocultures.

And the benefits don’t end there.

They’re tailor-made for sustainability

Commercial snake farming has developed rapidly in China. The first experimental farms were
set up in 2007; by 2019 the industry was producing large-scale high-quality protein.

Some snakes have highly desirable agricultural traits including rapid growth, early maturation
and rapid reproduction. They are comparatively simple cognitively, and do not suffer the
complex behavioural stresses seen in many caged birds and mammals.

Many are semi-arboreal, spending time in trees, allowing farms to maximise available space.

They do require a high-protein diet but, since their cold-blooded metabolic demands are very
low (less than 10% of similar-sized mammals), food can be more directly channelled to growth.
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https://theconversation.com/how-to-feed-nine-billion-people-and-feed-them-well-19876
https://e.vnexpress.net/news/news/vietnam-culls-30-000-poultry-to-stem-bird-flu-outbreak-4053456.html
https://theconversation.com/we-must-adapt-quickly-to-climate-change-to-keep-feeding-the-world-25223
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The enerqy efficiency is achieved mainly by employing solar energy (e.g., basking) to drive
metabolic processes, and by powerful digestive systems capable of
breaking down even bone.

It means they produce low volumes of biological waste and greenhouse gases, and require
minimal fresh water.

Read more: China&rsquo:s growing footprint on the globe threatens to trample
the natural world

Chinese snake farms rely on two principal sources of feed inputs: waste protein from agricultural
food chains, and natural prey such as harvested rodents.

This means they both recycle agricultural waste and control economically important rodent
pests

Their cold-blooded physiology allows them to survive for considerable time without food and
water — far longer than similarly-sized warm blooded animals.

This allows farmers to effectively exploit seasonal abundances during times of plenty, and dow

nscale inputs
during times of famine.

Snake farming therefore provides a resilient livelihood in the face of economic volatility and the
extremes of Climate Change.
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236982033_The_Advantages_of_Ectothermy_for_Tetrapods
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1448354?seq=1
https://theconversation.com/chinas-growing-footprint-on-the-globe-threatens-to-trample-the-natural-world-88312
https://theconversation.com/chinas-growing-footprint-on-the-globe-threatens-to-trample-the-natural-world-88312
https://theconversation.com/reducing-food-waste-helps-but-its-going-to-take-systemic-action-to-tackle-climate-change-68708
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1573521404800113
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1573521404800113
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-642-29056-5_8
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/CC_MVSA0146-Fact-Sheet-Drought_V2-FA_High-Res_Single-Pages.pdf
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/CC_MVSA0146-Fact-Sheet-Drought_V2-FA_High-Res_Single-Pages.pdf
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It would be a shame if concern about coronavirus snuffed out an industry that is unlikely to be
the problem, but could very well be a solution.

Dr. Daniel Natusch is the Scientific Director of the Southeast Asian Reptile Conservation
Alliance (SARCA). SARCA’s mission is to advance responsible and transparent supply chains
of reptile skins from Southeast Asia and drive improvements in the trade’s operating
environment. SARCA’s membership includes luxury brands, manufacturers (tanneries,
processing facilities), industry intermediaries, trade associations, non-profits, and academic and
government institutions participating in the trade of reptile skins coming from Southeast Asia.
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Read more https://theconversation.com/snakes-make-good-food-banning-farms-wont-help-the
-fight-against-coronavirus-133075
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