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Introduction  
 

Wet markets are currently active all over the world. Recently, those wet markets 

have received criticism due to the current pandemic. A wet market in Wuhan was 

determined to be the origin point of the disease. COVID-19 was a disease that bats 

suffered from. Sadly, the disease then transferred onto other species and eventually 

made its way to humans. This is not the first time wet markets have been associated 

with an outbreak, and it is clear measures need to be taken to prevent future 

incidents.  

 

Although regulations have been introduced for wet markets, recent events have 

shown that they are not effective in ensuring the safety of customers and salesmen 

and women.  

 

To make sure that the horrible events that have taken place during this pandemic 

never occur again, the aforementioned regulations must not just be updated and 

upgraded, but we must also examine how to ensure they can and will be enforced 

by national and local authorities. 

  

Definition of Key Terms  
 

World Health Organisation (WHO) 
 

The WHO is an organisation that operates under the United Nations and is responsible 

for maintaining human well-being worldwide. The WHO Constitution, which 

establishes the agency's governing structure and principles, states its main objective 

as "the attainment by all peoples of the highest possible level of health." The World 

Health Organization was established in the 7th or April 1948. It's headquarter is in 

Geneva (Switzerland). Most of the UN member states are also member states of the 

WHO, except for Lichtenstein 

 

 

Wet Markets 
 

A market selling fresh meat, fish, and produce. There is usually no cooling, which 

means that the wares have to be sold by the end of the day. 

 

 

  
Zoonotic diseases 
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Diseases that can spread between species are known as zoonotic diseases. 

Examples are: swine flu, Sars-Cov-2, SARS and H5N1 bird-influenza. 

 

 

COVID-19 
 

Corona (Co) virus (vi) disease (d) is a virus that was first discovered after an outbreak 

in a wet market in Wuhan in 2019. It is said to have originated from bats. “Corona” is 

the Latin term for crown, referring to the spikes that the virus cells have on the 

exterior. Covid-19 is the seventh Coronavirus strand that has been documented as 

infectious to humans. 

 

 

SARS 
 

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) is a syndrome caused by the virus SARS-

COV-1 and specifically targets the respiratory system. This zoonotic virus caused an 

outbreak between 2002 and 2004. In 2017, scientists traced the infection to 

horseshoe bats. The outbreak was first identified in Foshan, Guangdong, China on 

November 12th, 2002. 

 

 

H5N1 bird-influenza 
 

H5N1 is an influenza strain that first jumped from geese to humans through live-poultry 

markets in Hong Kong in May 1997. Though the initial spread was contained within 

south-east Asia, it is clear the virus is continuing its spread through asian populations 

and reaching more western countries. The first case in Canada was, for instance, 

found in 2014. 

 

 

Pandemic 
 

A pandemic is the term used for a disease that has spread all over a country or all 

over the world. 

 
General Overview  
 

Throughout the last 100 years there have been many major outbreaks. In 1957, 

influenza caused an estimated one million - four million deaths. Between 1968-1970, 

the Hong Kong flu caused one million - four million deaths. HIV, H5N1 bird influenza, 

SARS, the 2009 Swine flu epidemic and most recently COVID-19.  

 

So-called wet markets have been identified as an important point of risk of 

transmission of diseases from animals to humans. Wet markets are markets where 

fresh goods, fruit and vegetables as well as meat and poultry, are sold, often also 

including live animals and wildlife. These markets are prevalent around the world. In 

many, especially developing, regions, the sanitary conditions of the markets leave 

much to be desired. Different types of animals are kept close to each other, to other 

foodstuffs, and sanitary habits and protective equipment of workers 

are lacking. 
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 evidence suggests that the novel coronavirus likely jumped from a 

 primary reservoir (e.g. horseshoe bats) to an intermediary reservoir, possibly 

 generating an outbreak among wild animals in at least one wet market in 

 Wuhan, China (By Jon Cohen Jan, 2020, Li et al., 2020). The virus first 

 infected multiple individuals working at, or visiting, the Huanan Seafood 

 Wholesale Market at an early stage, initiating multiple 

 chains of transmission that ensured sustained transmission in the human 

 population (Yang et al., 2020). While details of the origin of the outbreak 

 remain uncertain, significant evidence strongly links the Huanan Seafood 

 Wholesale Market in Wuhan with the early spread of the novel coronavirus 

 (COVID-19) among humans (Li et al., 2020).[4] 

 

In 1995, the WHO introduced the Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and 

Phytosanitary Measures, with the particular aim: 

 

• to protect human or animal life from risks arising from additives, contaminants, toxins 

or disease-causing organisms in their food; 

• to protect human life from plant- or animal-carried diseases; 

• to protect animal or plant life from pests, diseases, or disease-causing organisms; 

• to prevent or limit other damage to a country from the entry, establishment or spread 

of pests. 

 

 A base level agreement for safety measure was agreed, with individual countries 

having the option to expand on that for their own specific purposes. 

 

 In an effort to protect us from more epidemics and pandemics, the EU followed the 

hygiene of foodstuffs legislation on April 30th, 2004. Its primary objective was to ensure 

safety among civilians. 

 

  “The pursuit of a high level of protection of human life and health is  one 

of the fundamental objectives of food law, as laid down in Regulation  (EC) No 178/2002. 

That Regulation also lays down other common principles  and definitions for national and 

Community food law, including the aim of  achieving free movement of food within the 

community” 

 

With these attempts at improvement in place, we still see that a number of countries have no, 

or limited, legislation in place for the regulation of wet markets. Though the markets in China 

were temporarily closed after the COVID-19 outbreak, they have subsequently been opened 

again, and it does not seem that conditions on those markets have improved. Both cultural 

and economic considerations seem to hold back the sort of changes that are needed. 

Research into the regulatory measures in place in 37 countries that are known to have wildlife 

sold in wet markets showed that about a quarter of those countries, including China, still had 

no, or limited, legislation in place to assure safe conditions. As we move into the post-COVID-

19 era, we should capitalize the global realisation that the cost of not improving the 

conditions of the place where up to 70% of new viruses come from is too high. Not only 

should regulation be improved and aligned internationally, but investment and education in 

less developed areas should be combined with stricter inspection and enforcement to 

improve local and global health and security. 
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Major Parties Involved  

 

World Health Organisation (WHO) 
 

The WHO is an organisation that operates under the United Nations and is responsible 

for maintaining human well-being worldwide. The WHO Constitution, which 

establishes the agency's governing structure and principles, states its main objective 

as "the attainment by all peoples of the highest possible level of health." The World 

Health Organization was established in the 7th or April 1948. It's headquarter is in 

Geneva (Switzerland). Most of the UN member states are also member states of the 

WHO, except for Lichtenstein 

 

 

Food and Agriculture Organization 

 

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) is a 

specialized agency of the United Nations that leads international efforts to defeat 

hunger and improve nutrition and food security. 

  

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 

 

UNODC was established to assist the UN in better addressing a coordinated, 

comprehensive response to the interrelated issues of illicit trafficking in and abuse of 

drugs, crime prevention and criminal justice, international terrorism, and political 

corruption. These goals are pursued through three primary functions: research, 

guidance and support to governments in the adoption and implementation of 

various crime-, drug-, terrorism-, and corruption-related conventions, treaties and 

protocols, as well as technical/financial assistance to said governments to face their 

respective situations and challenges in these fields. 

 

 China 

 

China is the largest country by area, and population, in East Asia. As a country that 

encompasses many different sub-cultures and levels of industrialisation and 

education, it represents a particular challenge in the application of regulation 

around the wet markets that are prevalent in many of those sub-cultures. 

 

 South-east Asia 

 

Southeast Asia is the south-eastern subregion of Asia, consisting of the regions that 

are geographically south of China, east of the Indian subcontinent and north-west of 

Australia. Southeast Asia is bordered to the north by East Asia, to the west by South 

Asia and the Bay of Bengal, to the east by Oceania and the Pacific Ocean, and to 

the south by Australia and the Indian Ocean. 

 

 Online wildlife traders 

 

Though online trade of wildlife for food and pets only represents a small section of 

the total trade in wildlife compared to the trade at wet markets, the online trade’s 
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built-in spread over different areas presents a heightened risk for spread of disease 

to new geographical regions and might warrant specific regulation and 

enforcement. 

 
 

Timeline of Key Events  
 

16th of October 1945   The FAO was created. 

1st of January 1995   The WTO was created. 

    The SPS agreement entered into force 

12th of November 2002  SARS outbreak in Foshan. 

1997     18 humans were infected with bird flu. 6 humans died. 

31th of December 2019  An outbreak in Wuhan was traced to a strain of 

    coronavirus. 

  

Previous attempts to resolve the issue  
 

In the past there have been a few attempts to correct the problem. The WHO, the EU 

and the World Trade Organization (WTO) have created legislation or measures for 

this issue. 

 

The Hygiene of Foodstuffs Legislation was created in 2004 by the EU. 

 

The WHO made the guide to healthy food markets. It is not a legislation, nor does it 

demand action, but it suggests a strategy for safe food. 

 

The Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (the ‘SPS 

agreement’) entered into force in May 1998. Its main objective is to “ensure that your 

country’s consumers are being supplied with food that is safe to eat.”  
  

Possible Solutions  
 

To improve health and safety in wet markets across Asia, regulation and 

enforcement are necessary. Possible avenues worth exploring can be: 

• Aligning regulations across UN countries; 
• Defining, and possibly coordinating, inspection of market conditions across 

the Asian region; 
• International investment in means and education around hygiene, separation 

of animals, and other issues for less developed areas; 
• Trade, or other, repercussions for transgressing countries. 
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