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PARIS: Increasingly popular raw meat meals for dogs
and cats may be full of multi-drug resistant bacteria, pos-
ing a serious risk to animals and humans, scientists
reported yesterday. Three-quarters of samples pur-
chased and tested in Switzerland exceeded recommend-
ed limits of bacteria known to cause gastro-intestinal
infections, and more than half had bugs impervious to
drugs designed to kill them, they reported in Royal
Society Open Science.    

“It is really worrying that we found EBSL-producing
bacteria in over 60 percent of samples,” said first
author Magdalena Nuesch-Inderbinen, a researcher at
the University of Zurich, referring to an enzyme that
renders some antibiotics ineffective. “They include sev-
eral types of E. coli which can cause infections in
humans and animals.”

Sales of raw pet food-sometimes called “biologically
appropriate raw food”, or BARF-have soared in recent
years, especially for dogs. Paleo-like diets are said to
boost canine vitality and immunity, even if there is scant
research to back up such claims. Indeed, veterinary med-
ical associations in the United States and Canada have
raised concerns about raw meat pet food, with reports
showing it to be a source of Salmonella and infectious
yersiniosis in dogs.

And that, Nuesch-Inderbinen told AFP, is a problem
for humans. “Raw meat-based diets may be contaminated
with bacteria that are resistant to multiple antibiotics,
including those categorised by the World Health
Organization (WHO) as critically important for human
medicine,” she wrote by email.

Pet lover beware 
“There is growing evidence that these pathogens

pose a risk of infectious disease to humans not only
during handling of feed, but also through the contami-
nation of household surfaces and through close contact
to the dogs and their feces.” There are an estimated
140 million dogs and cats in the European Union, and at
least as many in North America. More generally, antibi-
otic resistance has became a major health crisis across
the globe.

“The situation with multi-drug resistant bacteria has
spiralled out of control in recent years,” said co-author
Roger Stephan, a professor at the University of Zurich’s
Institue for Food Safety and Hygiene.

The indiscriminate and sometimes inappropriate use
of antibiotics have allowed surviving bugs to mutate into
superbugs that outpace the development of new medi-
cines. Because of the overuse of antibiotics in the live-
stock production, animals raised for consumption have
become a major reservoir for antimicrobial resistance.
“Like conventional pet food, most raw meat-based diets
are based on the by-products of animals slaughtered for
human consumption,” the study notes.

To find out exactly how contaminated raw pet foods
really are, the researchers tested 51 samples from differ-
ent suppliers in Switzerland, purchased in stores and on
the Internet. “We advise all dog and cat owners who
want to feed their pets a ‘BARF’ diet to handle the food
carefully and maintain strict hygiene standards,” said
Nuesch-Inderbinen. “Pet owners should be aware of the
risk that their pet may be carrying multi-drug resistant
bacteria and can spread them.” — AFP

Fido’s raw meat pet food may be 
loaded with harmful bacteria 

Scientists shed light 
on how brains turn 
pain up or down
WASHINGTON: Pain perception is essential for
survival, but how much something hurts can some-
times be amplified or suppressed: for example, sol-
diers who sustain an injury in battle often recall not
feeling anything at the time. A new study published
in Cell Reports on Tuesday honed in on the brain
circuitry responsible for upgrading or downgrading
these pain signals, likening the mechanism to how a
home thermostat controls room temperature.

Yarimar Carrasquillo, the paper’s senior author
and a scientist for the National Center for
Complementary and Integrative Health (NCCIH),
told AFP the region responsible was the central
amygdala, which according to her work appeared
to play a dual role. Studying mice, Carrasquillo and
her colleagues found that the activity in neurons
that express protein kinase C-delta amplified pain,
while neurons that express somatostatin inhibited
the chain of activity in the nerves required to com-
municate pain.

The central amygdala isn’t completely responsi-

ble for pain itself: if it were removed entirely, then
“the ‘ouch’ of things, or the protective pain, would
remain intact,” said Carrasquillo. “It seems to be sit-
ting there waiting for something to happen,” for
example responding to stress or anxiety that ampli-
fies pain, or being forced to focus on a task that
diverts your attention and reduces pain.
Experiencing pain can be a vital warning to seek
help, for example in a person experiencing appen-
dicitis or a heart attack.

People who are born with insensitivity to pain,
meanwhile, often do not realize the severity of
injuries and are at greater risk of early death.  But
not all pain is useful. According to a 2012 survey,
about 11 percent of US adults have pain every
day and more than 17 percent have severe levels
of pain.  Often this leads to dependence on
potent painkillers like opioids, or attempting to
self-medicate through counterfeit or illicit drugs
which are increasingly laced with deadly fentanyl.

By better understanding the brain mechanisms
responsible for pain modulation, researchers hope
to eventually find better cures: potentially ones that
target only those forms of pain that are “bad” and
not useful. “The healthy response is you get pain, it
tells you something is wrong, it heals, and the pain
goes away,” said Carrasquillo. “In chronic pain, that
doesn’t happen, the system gets stuck. If we can
identify what makes the system gets stuck, then we
can reverse it.”—AFP


