
 

 

Ref: MERS Authorised by: Community and Public Health (CDHB) June 2022 

For other information about your health and medication, go to: www.healthinfo.org.nz 

Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) is 

an illness caused by a virus called Middle East 

Respiratory Syndrome Coronavirus (MERS-

CoV). It was first reported in Saudi Arabia in 

September 2012.  

All known MERS cases worldwide, have either: 

• lived in or travelled to the Middle East; 

• been linked to people who acquired the 
infection in the Middle East; or 

• can be linked to an initial imported case 
(often through healthcare facility 
transmission). 

What are the symptoms? 

Most people infected with MERS have the 

following symptoms: 

• fever (at least 38°C); 

• cough; and 

• shortness of breath. 

Some people also suffer diarrhoea and nausea 

or vomiting. Symptoms usually being within 14 

of exposure to the virus 

Some people infected have experienced mild 

cold-like symptoms, or no symptoms at all. 

Severe complications have developed for many 

people with MERS, such as pneumonia and 

kidney failure. Three or 4 out of every 10 

people reported with MERS have died. Those 

most at risk of becoming seriously unwell have 

weakened immune systems, are older people, 

and those with pre-existing health conditions 

such as diabetes, cancer and chronic lung 

disease. 

How is it caught or spread? 

MERS is a virus transmitted from animals to 

humans. Camels are considered to be involved, 

but the exact routes of exposure are not fully 

understood. 

People may be exposed if they visit places 

where there are animals such as farms, 

markets and barn. Those particularly at risk 

should avoid: 

• contact with camels; 

• drinking raw camel milk and 

• eating undercooked meat, particularly 
camel meat. 

 

MERS does not seem to pass easily between 

people. The virus is thought to spread through 

touching infected surfaces and from an infected 

person’s respiratory secretions, such as 

coughing. 

Who is at risk of MERS? 

Close contacts are at risk, particularly those 

who have diabetes, kidney failure, or chronic 

lung disease, and people who have weakened 

immune systems. 

A close contact is someone who: 

• cared for or handled medical samples 
from a patient with MERS, including a 
healthcare worker or family member, or 
who had other similarly close contact;  

• lived with or visited someone with MERS 
while that person was ill; or 

• sat in the same row or in the two rows in 
front or behind someone with MERS on 
an aircraft, or crew who had a long 
interaction with the ill person. 

How is it treated? 

There is no specific antiviral treatment for 

MERS. 

Individuals with MERS can seek medical care 

to help relieve symptoms. For severe cases, 

current treatment includes care to support vital 

organ functions. 

Can it be prevented? 

There are simple things you can do to help 

protect yourself and others from respiratory 

illnesses like MERS: 

• Wash your hands often with soap and 
water for at least 20 seconds and dry 
them for 20 seconds – or use an alcohol-
based hand sanitizer. 

• Avoid touching your eyes, nose and 
mouth with unwashed hands. 

• Avoid personal contact, such as kissing, 
or sharing cups or eating utensils, with 
sick people. 

• Avoid close contact with animals, 
particularly camels.
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