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A One Health approach: Imagining a post 
COVID-19 future through better multi-species 
prevention and surveillance systems

The interconnectedness 
among human, animal, 
plant, and environmental 
health 

The benefits of co-habitation between 
humans, animals, and plants in a shared 
environment are well recognised1 2. 
For example, sharing our environment 
with companion animals and spending 
time in nature benefits human mental 
health. However, this proximity also 
comes with risks, such as the risk of 
transmission of zoonotic pathogens 
shared between humans and animals 
(livestock, wildlife, and pet companions). 
Zoonotic diseases, such as Ebola virus, 
avian and swine influenza, or more 
recently, zoonotic coronaviruses such 
as MERS or SARS-CoV-2 (cause of 
COVID-19), not only affect human and 
animal health directly but also have 
long-term consequences on health, 
economic, and social systems. It is 
estimated that 60% of known infectious 
diseases in humans and 75% of 
emerging pathogens in humans are of 
animal origin3. However, the principal 
drivers of these emergence events are 
the result of human activities⁴. The fact 
that infectious agents jump the species 
barrier to infect humans is not surprising 
– livestock species share about 77% 
of their pathogens with at least one 
other mammalian species, a proportion 

increasing to 91% for carnivorous 
species⁵. Addressing zoonotic diseases 
requires a One Health approach 
(Figure) that promotes the integration of 
multiple systems, including prevention 
and surveillance, across disciplines 
and sectors: the multiple sectors and 
institutions6 relevant to protecting and 
enhancing animal, environmental and 
human health7 as well as the full range 
of sciences: human and animal health, 
environmental, and social sciences.

Figure. One Health approach of the 
Lancet One Health Commission

Source: Amuasi JH, Lucas T, Horton R, Winkler AS. 
Reconnecting for our future: The Lancet One Health 
Commission. The Lancet. 2020;395(10235):1469-71. doi: 
10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31027-8
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This policy brief provides decision-
makers at sub-national, national, 
regional, and international levels with 
actionable recommendations which can be 
implemented to prevent, detect, contain, 
and respond to both current and future 
animal and human diseases. These short to 
longer term recommendations capitalise on 
existing strengths and opportunities.

◊	 Raise awareness and increase 
knowledge of zoonotic and emerging 
disease risks and prevention at all 
levels of stakeholders and build and 
strengthen their capacities.

◊	 Promote	effective	and	routine	
communication among all relevant 
sectors and at all appropriate levels, 
through targeted knowledge exchanges 
and sharing of best practices and 
lessons learned across sectors, 
institutions, and donor agencies.

◊	 Improve	joint	governance	processes	
among the human and animal sectors 
as well as agencies responsible for both 
human and animal health, to enhance 
prevention, preparedness, detection, 
control, response, and recovery 
initiatives for infectious diseases.

◊	 Mobilise and allocate adequate 
funding and resources for integrated 
surveillance systems and research 

to prevent and address existing and 
emerging zoonotic diseases, and the 
situations that foster emergence of new 
pathogens.

◊	 Strengthen biosecurity and control 
systems, both in intensive husbandry 
systems and smallholder production.

◊	 Enhance co-existence of agriculture 
and wildlife and reduce further 
destruction and fragmentation of 
wildlife habitat by supporting habitat 
conservation and restoration.

◊	 Strengthen	integrated	surveillance	
systems in the short and medium 
terms, through interdisciplinary teams 
composed of experts from human, 
animal, and environmental health 
sectors, and sharing of databases at 
local, regional, and global levels for 
better connection of information from 
research initiatives.

◊	 Optimise	cost-benefit	and	equity-
focused responses through 
concomitant studies on zoonoses in 
humans, animals, and the environment.

◊ Ensure that insights from social 
sciences such as economics, 
political science, and socio-
behavioural	sciences	are	integrated 
throughout the One Health process.

Recommendations² ³ 

Global	upheavals	since	SARS-CoV-2	

In mid July 2021, more than 4 million 
COVID-19 related-deaths had been reported 
worldwide⁸. The recent joint mission of the 
World Health Organization to Wuhan (China) 
reported that SARS-CoV-2 most likely 
originated in bats, before being passed to 
humans through one or more intermediary 
species that are yet to be identified⁹. As of 
12 July 2021, from the first COVID-19 cases 
discovered in Wuhan, the virus has spread 
to all regions worldwide, with more than 185 
million confirmed cases reported⁸.



Connecting the dots: From animal to human to animal… to human 
again?

Three recent COVID-19 cases drawn from North America, Europe, and sub-Saharan Africa illustrate 
the interconnectedness among human and animal health through a shared environment. They 
highlight the importance of thinking across species – and across sectors and systems.

Case1: Snow geese and food security in Québec, 
Canada10

In May 2020, 500 snow geese close to Québec City were tested for 
SARS-CoV-2. Snow geese contribute to food security among Southern 
and Northern Québec Indigenous communities and are important to 
their health, social cohesion, and cultural identity. Thanks to a research 
team that was conducting an ongoing demographic and virologic 
surveillance of the snow geese, tests were rapidly conducted to 
address the concern of Indigenous partners and communities. Results 
came back negative. While we now know that birds are not likely to 
be reservoirs for SARS-CoV-2, active surveillance is needed in other 
wildlife, such as deer, rodents, lynx, mink, and their relatives.

Case 2: Transmission of SARS-CoV-2 in mink farms 
in Denmark11

In Denmark, there are about 1,200 mink farms for the fur and pelt industry.  
In June-July 2020, suspected cases of COVID-19 in humans were linked 
to farms, so adult minks and kits of three farms were selected and tested. 
Seroprevalence among minks ranged from 66% to above 95%. Although 
the study found no evidence of the disease spreading outside the farms, 
minks constitute an important animal reservoir and can reintroduce the 
virus back to humans by exposing workers on those farms to the virus, 
and in turn increase the risk of infection in the broader community. Minks 
may also expose cats to the infection, that could then spread the virus 
to other cats or possibly some wild animal species12. Moreover, mutation 
of SARS-CoV-2 among minks potentially spreading back to humans can 
constitute a major concern for humans with important socioeconomic and 
public health consequences.

Case 3: Wildlife conservation and human cohesion 
and livelihoods in sub-Saharan Africa13 
Many wildlife conservationists in Kenya, Uganda, Namibia, and Gabon are 
very concerned about the lockdown measures taken to curb the propagation 
of COVID-19 in their country. They argue that the disease might reverse 
30 years of conservation programmes and gains, including communal 
conservation activities. The loss of revenue from tourism operations means 
that staff and their families living in nature conservancies, as well as entire 
rural communities, are catapulted into unemployment and social disruption. 
The economic loss threatens family members, who are forced to engage in 
illegal activities such as poaching to make ends meet.  This creates risk of 
emergence of other zoonoses, including Ebola, which was devastating to 
some mountain gorilla populations.
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Policy and practice implications²

Implementing the proposed recommendations requires four key elements: 

◊	 A	paradigm	shift	and	disciplinary	openness	to leverage change: the “dominance of 
the human species comes with a huge responsibility”². This means more integrated and 
intersectoral cooperation is necessary, dismantling disciplinary and professional silos and 
promoting equity. The One Health approach finds the places where interdisciplinary actors 
can agree to pull in the same direction, for the shared benefit of humans, animals, and the 
environment. 

◊	 Innovative	One	Health-focused	policy	and	financing	mechanisms are pivotal to prevent, 
control, and respond to the spillover of zoonotic diseases between species including 
humans.

◊	 Integrated research and inter-institutional collaboration are needed,  combined with 
the optimisation of existing funding for interdisciplinary collaboration and research among 
human, animal, and social sciences.

◊	 Real-time sharing of databases at local, regional, and global levels is urgently needed 
for better sharing of information across human and animal epidemiological studies, 
environmental surveys, and social science-based research, crucial in a One Health 
approach.
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