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OPINION EDITORIAL

The Interplay between Cultural Practices, Food Insecurity,
and Poverty in the Consumption of Wild Meat
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INTRODUCTION

Zoonotic diseases are a global health threat that
have caused billions of dollars in economic damage
[1]. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
defines zoonotic diseases as infections that can spill
over from animals to humans (Figure 1) [2].
Worldwide, zoonotic diseases are believed to
account for 2.7 million deaths and 2.5 billion cases of
human illness a year [3]. For the past 70 years, over
60% of infectious diseases faced by humanity have
been caused by pathogens of zoonotic origins, the
most recent being SARS-CoV-2 [1.4]

Animal viruses with -to-h

high host plasficity spillover of
viruses
LA
e

Global Spread

Amplifi by
human-to-human
transmission

Figure 1. Spillover of Zoonotic Disease from Wild
Animals to Human Host. Adopted from Kreuder
Johnson et al., 2015 [5].

Unfortunately, SARS-CoV-2 will not be the last
zoonotic pathogen to harm humanity. In 2018,
Carrol et al. [4] estimated that there are at least 1.67
million unknown viruses harbored by animal hosts,
37-50% of which are expected to have zoonotic
potential (Figure 2) [4]. One of the major risk factors
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for zoonotic spillover is the consumption of wild
animals, also known as wild meat [6]. Wild meat
alone has accounted for several zoonotic spillovers
that have given rise to multiple highly profiled
pathogens that including HIV, ebolavirus, Simian T-
lymphotropic virus 1, and anthrax [7,8]. Despite its
negative implications, the consumption of wild
animals has remained a common practice globally.
In this commentary, we aim to provide a brief
overview on the utilities of wild meat for human
subsistence and key issues that must be addressed
to reduce the consumption of wild meat.
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Figure 2. Geographical Distribution of Zoonotic
Wild Animals. This map highlights the zoonotic
potential of 5007 wild animal species from 27
orders. Adapted from Han, Kramer, & Drake, 2016
[91.

WILD MEAT AND FOOD SECURITY

In low-and-middle-income-countries (LMIC), wild
meat is a vital source of protein and is protective
against food insecurity [10]. In West and Central
African countries, wild meat can account for up to
90% of animal protein consumption [11]. Many
communities also depend on wild meat because of
its abundance of micronutrients. One modelling
study found the absence of wild meat to be
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associated with a 29% increase in cases of anemia
among children in Madagascar [12]. In the same
study, researchers found children from the poorest
households had three times the risk for anemia
compared to those from middle and high-income
households [12]. Such findings indicate the
importance of wild meat within low-income
settings and their significance in alleviating food
insecurity.

FINANCIAL SECURITY AND INCENTIVES

Not only is wild meat important for food security,
but it is also a source of income. Wild meat can be a
source of immediate income when households face
unemployment, crop failure, and other financial
hardships. When agricultural production is low,
many rural households rely on selling wild meat as a
‘safety net’ to remain financially afloat [13,14]. Some
households even use wild meat as a buffer to raise
their domestic livestock for higher returns [15,16]. In
some instances, such as in Equatorial Guinea where
more 50% of men depend on hunting wild meat as
the main source of income [171].

Wild meat has grown to be a large market globally.
In China, the wild meat industry employs millions
and is estimated to be valued at US $7.1 billion [18].
There are several favourable characteristics of wild
meat that contribute to its profitability as a sector. In
particular, wild meat has a high price-to-volume
ratio and can easily be preserved through smoking
or salting [19,20]. Through the establishment of
commodity chains (i.e. supply, producers/hunters,
wholesalers, retailers, and market demand),
transportation of wild meat has also become more
accessible, enabling rural hunters to generate
income at distant markets at reduced
transportation cost [21-23].

ALTERNATIVE OPTIONS

Overall, wild meat has become an important tool for
addressing food and financial insecurities in low-
resource settings. To reduce the consumption of
wild meat, it is imperative that these communities
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be provided with alternative venues that can ensure
their food and financial securities.

An initiative that has been proposed to address
these combined issues is small-scale sustainable
farming. An example of this would be ‘family
poultry’, which are small-scale poultry systems that
are managed by local families [24]. Family poultry is
suggested to have important benefits for poor
communities due to the affordability of chickens in
LMIC and their associated nutritional values. In a
report by Aklilu et al. [25], farmers from Ethiopia
shared an expression that “Poultry are the seeds you
sow to get the fruits, cattle”. This expression is a
reference to how poultry is a last source of capital for
poor households to overcome. poverty. In family
poultry, poor households can maintain a steady
source of income from selling eggs as long as they
can sustain regular production cycles. Eggs are also
one of the most affordable animal sources for
several nutrients, including proteins, fatty acids,
Vitamin A, selenium, Vitamin B12 and more [26].
Other similar approaches include small-scale pig
farming, pulse/legumes farming, and grass cutter
farms [27-30].

CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

In some cultures, wild meat can also be recognized
as a prestigious commodity or a symbol of social
status [10]. In the Republic of Congo, wild meat is
regarded as an exclusive luxury food item, as it is
perceived as a natural, pure, organic and fresh [31].
Since wild meat is viewed as a rarity, it is customarily
consumed at special occasions [31]. The perception
of wild meat as a status symbol bestows a special
status to those who can afford to provide or
consume wild meat [31]. These cultural practices are
also observed in China, where the consumption of
wild meat is associated with elite status [23].

In a 2014 survey, over 80% of respondents from
Guangzhou province reported consuming wild
meat in the past year [32]. To counter the cultural
perception and value of wild meat, researchers have
suggested public health education around risk
awareness of wild meat as potential measure.
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RISK AWARENESS AND EDUCATION

Researchers found that individuals in rural, central
Africa who recognized the disease risk of wild meat
were less likely to butcher wild animals than
individuals who did not perceive the associated risks
[33]. However, this risk perception did not translate
to reduced consumption and hunting of wild meat.
Authors of the study speculated that this
discrepancy could be attributed to individuals
acting on their perception of what activities
constituted as high-risk (i.e. butchering wild meat)
versus low-risk (i.e. wild meat consumption, hunting)
[33]. Consistently, another study also found risk
perception of bat wild meat to be higher among
groups who did not consume or hunt wild meat,
compared to those did [34]. Based on these
associations, health-risk education might be an
effective approach to mitigating wild meat
consumption, which empowers communities with
the basic knowledge of zoonotic infections in wild
meat consumption. With that in mind, these ideas
require further research that considers the complex
incentives that contribute to the consumption of
wild meat in different populations.

CONCLUSION

Despite the associated risk of zoonotic infections,
wild meat is essential for addressing food and
financial insecurity in LMIC and is an important
aspect of cultural practices in many countries. To
ban the consumption of wild meat is to neglect its
role in cultural practices and its utilities among
populations facing food insecurity and poverty.
Governments and public health figures need to
consider the contextual importance of wild meat in
different settings and to recognize that there is no
one-size-fits-all solution for reducing the
consumption of wild meat.
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