
 

Sex and Zika: Risk of virus spread?

February 3 2016

A case of sexual transmission on US soil of the tropical, mosquito-borne
Zika virus, has stirred unease among ordinary people and experts alike.

The lone case, reported Tuesday, has highlighted how little we know
about the virus circulating in Latin America and the Caribbean, where it
is suspected of causing a surge in brain-damaged babies.

The infection of a Texan by a partner back from Venezuela, was only
the second reported case of sexual transmission since the Zika virus was
discovered in 1947.

It has raised many new questions about the infection, which is harmless
to most people and often asymptomatic.

How long does the virus live in sperm? Can people without any
symptoms pass it on? What is the level of risk from sex? Nobody quite
knows.

Here is what the experts say.

Does sex represent a dangerous new avenue for Zika
spread?

"In 2008, an American scientist on a field trip to Senegal became
infected with Zika virus and is thought to have transmitted it to his wife
through sexual contact on his return home. Zika virus has also been
found in semen from an individual who was infected during the 2013
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outbreak in French Polynesia.

"Given the information we have, potentially over a million cases of Zika
caused by mosquito transmission (in the current outbreak) versus two
cases of sexual transmission, the additional risk appears small."

- Ed Wright, senior lecturer in medical microbiology at the University of
Westminster

"Zika remains a disease primarily spread through mosquito bites (which
warrants protection against getting bitten)."

- Michael Bonsall, professor of mathematical biology, University of
Oxford

"This route of transmission may be sufficiently rare (compared to spread
by mosquitoes) that it will have little impact on the spread of the
outbreak. Further research is clearly needed in this regard."

- Matthew Baylis, Institute of Infection and Global Health, University of
Liverpool

What is the safest course of action?

"The important action to take from this case is to ensure that all men in
affected countries and male travellers returning from affected regions
ensure they practise safe sex and use condoms, particularly if they are
unwell with any symptoms that might suggest they are infected with Zika
virus." These could include fever, headache, muscle or joint pain, and a
rash.

- Imperial College London infectious diseases expert Nathalie
MacDermott, via the Science Media Centre in London.
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"There is no systematic information on the duration of excretion of the
virus in sexual secretions and studies are needed to document whether it
remains infectious beyond a few weeks. It is thus advisable adults
exposed to Zika follow the recommendation of using condoms until
more information becomes available."

- Luis Cuevas, Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine

"The main implication is that unprotected sex should be avoided both
when visiting affected areas, and also after recovery from any feverish
illness contracted during visits to such an area until absence of virus in
seminal fluid can be confirmed."

- Derek Gatherer, virus researcher Lancaster University
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