Can food be a risk factor in the transmission
of SARS-CoV-2?
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Abstract. Although the SARS-CoV-2 virus
can survive in various environments for 28
days or more, and that the virus dispersion by
microdroplets in the air can be a risk of contagion,
there is no evidence that food carries it. However,
the authorities have recommended measures in the
handling of food, to avoid the possible spread of
the disease through it or its packaging. In addition,
current certification models such as ISO 22000
and Good Manufacturing Practices have generated
a culture of prevention and food safety also
applicable to the SARS-CoV-2 risk.

Resumen. A pesar de que el virus SARS-CoV-2
puede sobrevivir en diversos ambientes por 28 dias
0 mas, y que la dispersion del virus por microgotas
en el aire puede ser un riesgo de contagio, no hay
evidencia de que los alimentos sean portadores de
éste. Sin embargo, las autoridades han recomenda-
do medidas en la manipulacion de alimentos, para
evitar la posible dispersion de la enfermedad a tra-
vés de éstos o sus empaques. En adicion, los mo-
delos actuales de certificacion como el ISO 22000
y Buenas Practicas de Manufactura han generado
una cultura de prevencion e innocuidad genérica
aplicable también al riesgo que representa SARS-
CoV-2.

Palabras clave: COVID-19, inocuidad, virus, sa-
lud humana.
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Microbiological risk in foods

Every year we face the emergence of pathogens
that put plant health at risk (Avila-Quezada ez al.,
2018) along with human health (Chowell et al.,
2009), due to their quick spread and mortality.
The recent emergence caused by the severe acute
respiratory
CoV-2) has alarmed the global population. Among
these alarms are the speculations around the risk
of contagion by foods. So far, there have been no
reports of a direct relation, therefore regulatory and

syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-

health authorities have declared the non-existence
of evidence to indicate that foods are a means of
transmission of SARS-CoV-2 (CDC, 2020, OMS,
2020; FDA, 2020).

However, the known means of transmission are
person-to-person contact, contaminated surfaces
(Han et al., 2021), exposure to high levels of
microparticles in the air and aerosols (Li et al.,
2020; Roviello, 2020) which, combined in places
in which foods are handled, may be a potential risk
for the transmission of the virus (Han ef al., 2021).
This premise rises from isolated incidents in which
frozen foods and their packages were found to be
carriers of SARS-CoV-2, being the first, and so
far, the only reported cases (SMHC, 2020). In this
sense, refrigerated and frozen foods must follow
adequate hygiene protocols.

Storage temperature and latency of the virus

The low refrigerators,
warehouses and transportation vehicles for food
may extend the viability of SARS-CoV-2. Chin
et al. (2020), Aboubakr ef al. (2020) and Matson

temperatures  in

El riesgo microbioldgico en alimentos

Afo con afio enfrentamos el surgimiento de
patégenos que ponen en riesgo la sanidad vege-
tal (Avila-Quezada ef al., 2018) y salud humana
(Chowell et al., 2009), por la vertiginosa disper-
sion y letalidad. La reciente emergencia causada
por el sindrome respiratorio agudo severo coro-
navirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) ha alarmado a la pobla-
cion mundial. Apareciendo entre estas alarmas las
especulaciones generadas en relacion al riesgo de
contagio por alimentos. Hasta el momento, no se ha
reportado una relacion directa, por lo que diversas
autoridades de salud y regulatorias, han declarado
la inexistencia de evidencia que indique que los
alimentos sean una via de transmision de SARS-
CoV-2 (CDC, 2020; OMS, 2020; FDA, 2020).

Sin embargo, las vias de transmision reconoci-
das son, el contacto de persona a persona, superfi-
cies contaminadas (Han ez al., 2021), exposicion
a niveles altos de particulas pequefias en el aire
y aerosoles (Li et al., 2020; Roviello, 2020) que,
combinadas en lugares donde se manipulan ali-
mentos pueden representar un potencial riesgo para
la transmision del virus (Han ez al., 2021). Esta
premisa surge de incidentes aislados en los cuales
alimentos congelados y sus empaques resultaron
portadores de SARS-CoV-2, siendo los primeros y
hasta el momento tinicos casos reportados (SMHC,
2020). En este sentido alimentos refrigerados y
congelados deberan mantener protocolos adecua-
dos de higiene.

Temperatura de almacenamiento y latencia del
virus

Las bajas temperaturas de los refrigeradores, al-
macenes y vehiculos de transporte de los alimentos
pueden prolongar la viabilidad del SARS-CoV-2.
Chin et al. (2020), Aboubakr ez al. (2020) y Matson
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et al. (2020) measured the stability of the virus at
different temperatures and found that it is stable at 4
°C. Depending on the type of surface, environment,
pH, temperature and humidity, the coronaviruses
may remain viable for up to 28 days (Casanova et
al., 2010; Lai et al. 2005), confirming the presence
of the virus in frozen foods, packages and storage
settings Han et al. (2021). This suggests that before
storing foods in low temperatures, they must
undergo an appropriate and efficient disinfection
treatment.

Person-to-food contamination

People infected with SARS-CoV-2 and are
not adequately protected may release the virus
when breathing, coughing, sneezing, or talking
(Morawska and Milton, 2020). Therefore, when
they are handling foods, they will contaminate
them, along with the packages. Morawska et al.
(2009) documented that the droplets released by a
person can remain in the air and become a risk of
exposure at distances higher than 2 m away from the
infected person. At typical indoor air speeds, a 5 pm
droplet will travel dozens of meters from a height
of 1.5 m before landing on the ground (Matthews
et al., 1989). Here is where the measures regarding
covering one’s face and social distancing come into
play as key factors to reduce the rate of contagion
and thus reduce the risk of contamination of foods
(Li et al., 2020).

Recommendations and perspectives

Although further studies are required on the
stability of SARS-CoV-2 and its viral load on foods
to induce infections on humans, it is recommendable
for the workers involved in preparing, packaging
and distributing foods to take precautions (Eslami
and Jalili, 2020). The action protocols established

et al. (2020) midieron la estabilidad del virus a di-
ferentes temperaturas y encontraron que es estable
a4 °C. Dependiendo del tipo de superficie, ambien-
te, pH, temperatura y humedad, los coronavirus
pueden permanecer viables hasta por 28 dias (Ca-
sanova et al., 2010; Lai et al. 2005), confirmando-
se la presencia del virus en alimentos congelados,
empaques y entorno de almacenamiento Han et al.
(2021). Lo que sugiere que antes de almacenar los
alimentos en frio deberan recibir un tratamiento de
desinfeccion apropiado y eficiente.

Contaminacion de persona-alimentos

Las personas infectadas con SARS-CoV-2 y
que no portan el equipo de proteccion adecuado
pueden expulsar al virus al respirar, toser, estornu-
dar o hablar (Morawska y Milton, 2020). De esta
manera, cuando ellos se encuentran manipulando
alimentos, los contaminaran al igual que los em-
paques. Morawska et al. (2009) documentaron que
las microgotas expulsadas por una persona pueden
permanecer en el aire y representar un riesgo de ex-
posicion a distancias mayores de 2 m de la persona
infectada. A velocidades tipicas del aire en interio-
res, una gota de 5 pm viajara decenas de metros,
desde una altura de 1.5 m antes de asentarse en el
suelo (Matthews et al., 1989). Es aqui donde toma
sentido la medida del cubrimiento facial y el dis-
tanciamiento social, como factores clave para redu-
cir los contagios, y de esta manera reducir el riesgo
de contaminacion de los alimentos (Li ez al., 2020).

Recomendaciones y perspectivas

Aunque hacen falta estudios sobre la estabilidad
del SARS-CoV-2 y carga viral en alimentos para
inducir una infeccién en humanos; es recomenda-
ble tomar medidas precautorias por parte del per-
sonal involucrado en la preparacion, empaque y
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in some food plants in several countries consist in
workers taking turns for lunch breaks and avoiding
speaking in this period to reduce the risk of
contaminating the foods they and other employees
will eat. Other measures are the procedures for the
hygiene and disinfection of equipment, facilities
and frequently touched surfaces. These protocols
have given good results as measures of precaution
and are easy to follow in other areas related to the
production, packaging and storage of foods. In
general terms, these measures are widely used in
food packaging plants operated under strict ISO
certification models and adequate manufacturing
practices.
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