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                Dear Editor,
Handwashing is an important protective measure against various communicable diseases. It is one of the main practices to prevent the transmission of zoonotic diseases that happens through physical contact between humans and their pets. Handwashing was also one of the preventive public-health measures suggested to reduce the spread of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19).[1,2] For this reason, we were surprised to find that in a multicentric study involving severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) spillover from owners to their pets, 45.9% (68/148) of owners did not wash their hands after interacting with their pets.
Between October 2020 and June 2021, we conducted a multicentric study (CNPq Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Tecnológico e Científico no. 402341/2020–1) in Brazil to evaluate whether COVID-19-infected owners were able to transmit SARS-CoV-2 to their pets. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee on Animal Use of UFRPE (CEUA-UFRPE no. 4879280420, ID 000256) and the Committee on Research Ethics of UFMS (CEP-UFMS no. 4.470.448). The study was conducted in five Brazilian capital cities: São Paulo, Campo Grande, Belo Horizonte, Recife, and Curitiba. Mass media were used to recruit participants. Prospective participants were instructed to get in touch with the researchers to arrange a home visit for an animal evaluation only if they had received a COVID-19 diagnosis supported by a laboratory exam within the previous seven days. As part of our research, we described the first case of SARS-CoV-2 in a pet in Belo Horizonte[3] and we found a different mutation in a sample of SARS-CoV-2 from the pet of a person who had COVID-19.[4]
Here, we want to highlight some of our findings. All the owners were COVID-19 positive by the time of the research, and 14.8% (22/148) of their pets were SARS-CoV-2 positive; this was detected by RT-qPCR. Although the event of not washing one's hands was not associated with the outcome of one's pet being positive for SARS-CoV-2 (odds ratio: 1.02; 95% confidence interval: 0.41–2.54; P-value: 0.960), it is still impressive that of the 148 participants with COVID-19 (confirmed by laboratory tests) who took part in the study, 68 (45.9%) of them neglected to wash their hands after touching their pets. This finding motivated us to write this letter.
Our initial objective was to evaluate the pets of people with COVID-19. Given the evidence about the lack of hand hygiene among pet owners and the literature on the epidemiological role that pets can play in the transmission of SARS-CoV-2, a worrying scenario emerges. The zooanthroponotic transmission of SARS-CoV-2 is a common occurrence, with reports of pets getting infected.[3,4] However, animal-to-human SARS-CoV-2 transmission has seldom been described in the literature.[5–7] In the studies that have analyzed the role of animals in the transmission of SARS-CoV-2, a dog was described as acting as a passive mechanical carrier.[8]
As mentioned above, in our study, 68 people with COVID-19 had poor hand hygiene. If these pet owners did not wash their hands after petting their animals, did they do it at all? They may be shedding the virus in their home environments. Hence, the lack of a habit of washing one's hands can endanger the health of family members and animals. Also, it is interesting to note that most participants had college degrees (64.4%; 96/148) and were under quarantine after being diagnosed with COVID-19. These pet owners cared about their animals, and they contacted the research team to test their pets. Hence, it is reasonable to assume that these participants had the means to know the importance of handwashing.
Although it was not the focus of our study, we were surprised by the lack of the habit of washing one's hands after petting animals. This problem is well explored in the literature on health-care workers and nosocomial infections.[9,10] Therefore, it is correct to say that handwashing is suggested as a measure to avoid important etiological agents that can be acquired through contact with pets.[11] Experts say that handwashing procedures are crucial after petting animals; their absence can increase risks to human health and disease transmission. However, it is still unknown why handwashing is not a common practice in human society, unless when it is associated with health professionals and/or working in hospitals and health-care clinics. During the pandemic, washing hands became an important practice only after public communications (e.g., songs and institutional messages) and educational initiatives as part of the measures to control and prevent the spread of COVID-19. As we have noticed, a higher level of education (college) did not increase this habit.
Pet owners should be reminded of the need for handwashing and encouraged to adopt this hygienic practice in their everyday lives. Its absence poses risks to both humans and animals. Handwashing is a simple habit that can stop the spread of infectious diseases, making it one of the most widely advocated COVID-19 control and prevention measures.[12] The participation of governments and public health authorities at local, national, and global levels is essential for controlling and preventing the spread of zoonotic diseases.
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