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Toxoplasma infection- food or felines 

 
Toxoplasma gondii is a very successful parasite. It has a worldwide distribution and serological 

surveys have shown that in different countries infection rates can range from <10% to >60% of 

the population. Although infection in more than 80% of cases will be asymptomatic it can be very 

serious. Primary toxoplasma infection in pregnancy can result in severe congenital infection and 

foetal death. Often the mother will have no symptoms and the infection may only be diagnosed   

by chance (as in Patient 2) or when a damaged infant is born. In patients immunocompromised 

because of malignancy ,transplant or HIV , infection  can be life threatening. The devastating 

consequences of toxoplasma infection in vulnerable groups mean studies in the USA and Holland 

have concluded toxoplasmosis is one of the top three foodborne infections in terms of human and 

financial cost . 

 

Toxoplasma infection is the result of ingestion of the parasite as tissue cysts found in raw or 

undercooked meat or as oocysts excreted by cats which contaminate the environment including 

food and water. The need for a better understanding of the  sources of toxoplasma  infection  was 

highlighted in a  consultation document produced by the Food Standards Agency  to assess  the 

risk   profile of Toxoplasma in the food chain (1) . It  concluded there were significant gaps in 

current knowledge and a need for up to date information eg on the burden of infection in food 

animals to determine the risk of infection from tissue cysts   and the relative importance of tissue 

cysts and oocysts as a source of infection. 

 

It has recently become possible to identify whether the source of a toxoplasma  infection was 

tissue cysts or oocysts. A novel new test has now been developed which detects  antibodies to 

sporozoites and hence demonstrates if the infection was caused by oocysts (2). In an American 

study this test was used to examine   sera from 76 mothers of congenitally infected  infants and in 

59 (78%) the primary infection source was oocysts. Only 49% of mothers identified  significant 

risk factors  for oocyst infection. The study concluded that undetected contamination of food and 

water by oocysts frequently causes human infections in North America and oocysts can be the 

source of infection even for those that do not own a cat. This study postulated that these results 

combined with the low frequency of tissue cysts in retail meat suggests cats are potentially the 

cause of much of the toxoplasma infection in the USA. Studies remain to be done to determine if 

this is true for other countries. The results  of studies such as these will allow for improved 
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evidence based Public Health information on prevention of infection being given to the General 

Public. 
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