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the ZIka VIrus reVIsIteD
What should one do if one comes across a mosquito on 
shabbos in a Zika prone region?
By: rav Daniel Dombroff

since the attack on the twin towers on september 11, 2001 the united 
states has been engaged in a war against terror with many varied outcomes; dependent, primarily, on whom 
you ask.  there has been, of late, a new threat of terror that has reached into the usA. It has grabbed the front 
pages of newspapers nationally, magazines have had articles about it, it is all over the internet and is the topic 
of respectable conversation. the country has become obsessed with the Zika carrying mosquito. We, as torah 
jews, have concerns beyond those of society at large. one of the ways in which that interest manifests itself is 
in the laws of Shabbos. let us do a little exploring of this matter, from the perspective of halacha. What can 
one do on Shabbos should he encounter a mosquito in an area where the Zika virus is prevalent? 

In Hilchos Shabbos oc 316:7 we find a distinction between trapping and killing an animal or insect that can 
cause pain. trapping in this situation is of rabbinic origin, since these are not animals usually trapped. When 
the rabbis prohibited this melacha they never intended to proscribe trapping if its sole purpose is to avoid 
pain.  killing, however, is essentially biblical in nature; even though in this circumstance he doesn’t need the 
animal/insect for its normal purpose, many opinions would consider it rabbinical for that reason. It is still, 
however, more stringent than a regular rabbinical prohibition, and therefore won’t have the leniency of the 
allowance of killing to avoid pain. However, on yom tov, there is a different consideration which may permit 
killing it according to some opinions. Shechita is permitted on yom tov even when it is not for eating purposes 
because of the concept known as “metoch,” provided there is some purpose for yom tov. killing a bug is 
included in the melocha of sh’chita and would, therefore, be permitted. others disagree with this heter. 

However, in the case of the Zika mosquito, there are some more serious concerns. When a woman is pregnant 
and is bitten by a mosquito carrying the Zika virus, there is a thirteen percent chance of the fetus incurring 
a condition called microcephaly (an undersized brain which is often fatal). It would seem that it would be 
permitted to take whatever measures are necessary to stop the Zika carrying mosquito. However, when the 
potential victim is a man, the concern in contracting the virus is not a danger, and killing the mosquito would 
be prohibited as mentioned above. In a case of a married man, however, should he continue with married 
life, his wife can be infected and potentially a subsequent fetus, as well. We have to determine if we respect 
the future danger, and permit the killing of the Zika-infected mosquito on shabbos, or do we insist that he 
avoid the possibility of creating a fetus, thus eliminating the danger.  Additionally, there is an opinion that a 
future risk follows the regular principles of majority. In our situation, that risk is only thirteen percent and, 
additionally, it is not guaranteed that a fetus will evolve. 

there is an additional question which we need to address. there is an obligatory mitzvah of p’ru ur’vu, 
which obligates one to attempt to have children. even after one has the minimal requirement of one boy and 
one girl there is a rabbinic ordinance to continue to procreate. the question arises when there exists a risk of 
microcephaly (at the rate of thirteen percent), which is often fatal, may one wait until the danger has subsided 
before attempting to fulfill the mitzvah? essentially, it may be counterproductive to attempt fulfillment of the 
mitzvah during this six-month period when the risk for microcephaly is very high, whereas, if he waits, his 
chances of fulfilling the mitzvah of p’ru ur’vu by having a healthy, viable baby are much greater. the time 
frame for the virus to leave the body is currently estimated by scientists to be approximately six months, 
and we are risking a period of nine months or more, in the event that the baby doesn’t survive as a result of 
the microcephaly. It may therefore be a better opportunity to fulfill the mitzvah sooner by waiting until the 
disease subsidies. 
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