
Visiting petting zoos and animal agriculture exhibits 
is a great way to teach kids about animals and how they 
are raised. However, farm animals can carry germs that 
make people sick, but some simple precautions can keep 
us and our families safe.

How can contact with farm  
animals make you sick?

• Bacteria that are harmful to people can be spread 
by healthy animals.  

• These bacteria are on the skin, fur and feathers of 
the farm animals, and also in the animal bedding.  

• Petting or holding farm animals can transmit these 
bacteria to people.  

 ○ Poultry and reptiles are the greatest threat.
• Some examples of these harmful bacteria are: 

 ○ Salmonella spp. 
 ○ Pathogenic E. coli
 ○ Campylobacter spp.
 ○ Listeria monocytogenes
 ○ Yersinia enterocolitica

Have people gotten sick from  
animal contact before?

Yes.  Here is a list of some previous disease 
outbreaks people experienced from animal contact.  

When did it 
happen?

How many 
people were 

sick?

What type of 
setting was 
involved? 

2004 187 State Fair

2009-2010 93 Open farm

2012 106 County Fair

2013 57 Petting zoo

2016 895 Backyard flocks

 Who is most at risk?
• Young children (< 5 years old)
• The elderly (> 65 years old)
• Pregnant women
• People with compromised immune systems

What are some of the signs of  
illness in people? 

• Diarrhea
• Vomiting
• Fever
• Abdominal cramps

People can become sick enough to need hospitalization. 

What behaviors may transmit  
harmful bacteria?

• Direct mouth contact with animals 
 ○ Kissing animals 
 ○ Snuggling animals against your face 
 ○ Lip or mouth contact with fences 

Share the Knowledge, Not the Illness:
Animal contact in  

public settings
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• Hand-to-mouth activities after contact with 
animals or the animals’ environment

 ○ Nail biting
 ○ Eating
 ○ Use of pacifiers
 ○ Drinking from bottles or sippy cups
 ○ Thumb sucking

How to prevent illness?
• Don’t let people most at risk handle or come 

in direct contact with farm animals or their 
environment. 

• Do not kiss animals or snuggle them against your 
face.

• Do not eat or drink while interacting with animals.
• Wash hands after animal contact.

 ○ Adults should supervise young children’s 
handwashing.
 ○ Use hand sanitation stations when available, if 
proper handwashing is not available.

◊ Hand sanitation alone is not effective. Full 
effective handwashing is still required.


