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HEALTH DEPARTMENT ISSUES STATEMENT STRONGLY ADVISING THAT 
DIRECT ORAL-GENITAL SUCTION NOT BE PERFORMED DURING  

JEWISH RITUAL CIRCUMCISION 
 

11 Babies Infected with Herpes, Two Fatally, Since 2000 
 

Hospitals to Distribute Brochure Describing Herpes Risk   
 

June 6, 2012 – New York City Health Commissioner Dr. Thomas Farley today issued a statement 
strongly urging that direct oral-genital suction not be performed during Jewish ritual circumcision, 
and announced that several hospitals, including those serving Hasidic Jewish communities and all 
Health and Hospital Corporation hospitals, have agreed to distribute a brochure that describes the risk 
of contracting the herpes virus from this practice, known as metzitzah b’peh. Health Department 
investigations of newborns with herpes virus between 2000 –2011 have shown that 11 infants 
contracted the herpes virus when mohelim, or ritual circumcisers, placed their mouths directly on the 
child’s circumcision wound to draw blood away from the circumcision cut. Ten of these infants were 
hospitalized, at least two developed brain damage, and two babies died.  
 
“There is no safe way to perform oral suction on any open wound in a newborn,” Commissioner 
Farley said. “Parents considering ritual Jewish circumcision need to know that circumcision should 
only be performed under sterile conditions, like any other procedures that create open cuts, whether 
by mohelim or medical professionals.” 
 
The medical risk for metzitzah b'peh is herpes simplex virus type 1. Many adults are infected with 
herpes simplex virus type 1, which is usually transmitted orally through common activities. It is 
different than herpes simplex virus type 2, which is usually transmitted sexually. A married couple 
who have only had sex with each other could still contract herpes simplex virus type 1 without sexual 
contact with anyone else. The common cold sore on the mouth is how Herpes simplex virus type 1 
often presents, but most persons with infection do not know they are infected, because they have no 
history of symptoms. 
 
For example, in November 2004, a Health Department investigation found that twins contracted 
herpes virus following a ritual circumcision which included direct oral-genital suction (metzitzah 
b’peh) even though the mother had no history of oral or genital herpes, nor was there any recent 
history of herpes among hospital staff who cared for the infants. At 16 days, the twins were 
evaluated for fever and lesions on their abdomens, buttocks and perineums, including their 
genitals. One of the twins died.  
 
The Health Department brochure “Before the Bris” describes the risk to infants of contracting 
herpes through direct oral-genital suction and advises parents considering ritual Jewish 

http://www.nyc.gov/html/doh/downloads/pdf/std/before-the-bris-brochure.pdf
http://www.nyc.gov/html/doh/downloads/pdf/std/bris-statement.pdf


circumcision to ask the mohel several days before the bris if he practices direct oral-genital 
suction (metzitzah b’peh). This will give parents time to talk to a health care provider and 
consider other options for circumcision.  
 
The following hospitals have agreed to distribute “Before the Bris” to parents considering out-
of-hospital circumcision of their newborn boys: 
 

! All HHC facilities 
! Maimonides 
! NYU-Langone 
! North Shore LIJ 
! Staten Island University 
! Lenox Hill 
! New York Methodist 
! New York Presbyterian 
! Forest Hills 

 
Some religious authorities approve of alternatives to direct oral-genital suctioning that avoid 
direct contact between the  mohel’s mouth and the open wound of a baby’s circumcised penis, 
such as suctioning blood from the circumcision wound with a sterile glass tube, or using a 
sponge or sterile gauze pad to wipe the blood away. There is no evidence that these methods can 
spread herpes infection to newborns.  
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