CHINA ALLOWS SALE OF ANIMAL TIED TO SARS
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> HONG KONG - Agriculture officials in Beijing have, according to this

story,

> allowed Chinese farms to resume selling masked palm civets, a species 

that

> may have been the source of the SARS virus, and 53 other exotic 

species,

> although Chinese provinces retain the discretion to bar human 

consumption

of

> these animals.

> Following complaints from farmers and animal dealers, the State 

Forestry

> Administration issued a circular earlier this week allowing the sale 

of

> farm-raised animals from the 54 species. The circular reinforced an

existing

> ban on the sale of wild-caught animals, noting that, "a lot of wild

animals

> have viruses and diseases."

> Malik Peiris, a microbiologist at Hong Kong University who helped 

discover

> in civets a virus virtually identical to the SARS virus in humans, 

was

cited

> as saying that there was no clear evidence that farm-raised civets 

were

> safer than civets caught in the wild, adding, "I don't think we have

enough

> information to make that distinction."

> The World Health Organization declared on July 5 that SARS had 

disappeared

> around the world, but said that people might be reinfected if an 

animal

> reservoir of the disease still existed. The W.H.O. has also expressed

> concern that the disease might follow the pattern of many viral

respiratory

> diseases by fading away in the summer and returning in the winter.

> Henk Bekedam, the World Health Organization's chief representative in

China,

> said that it was too early to say whether civets were safe to eat, 

but it

> was also too early to say conclusively whether civets or other exotic

> species were the source of SARS.

