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1 Background: The Origin of One Health

Today, it seems possible to talk enthusiastically about One Health without

a very clear idea of what it is.

It is September 2004. A group of health experts are meeting at a symposium

at the Rockefeller University in New York City, to discuss ‘Building

Interdisciplinary Bridges to Health in a Globalized World’. A year before, the

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreak was brought under

control. The new coronavirus appeared suddenly in 2002, with the first human

case of atypical pneumonia reported in Guangdong province in southern China.

The outbreak might have started in civet cats (Paguma larvata), although the

role of bats – Chiroptera – cannot be excluded. The international health

community is now on high alert for new emergent infectious diseases, espe-

cially zoonoses that spread from animals to humans. The symposium is organ-

ized by theWildlife Conservation Society (WCS) – first convened in 1895 as the

New York Zoological Society – and its members are familiar with hotspots like

geographical wilderness areas of high biodiversity, live animal or wet markets,

and industrial farms, where infections – or spillovers – are most likely to occur.

Their message is clear: zoonoses are normally viewed as public health matters,

and although SARS suggests there are tools to stop a potential pandemic, the

group is concerned about the increasing frequency of outbreaks and can prove

that human activity is responsible. The increasing population scale of zoonotic

infections, and spillovers of emergent infectious diseases, are not random, and

are symptomatic of the Anthropocene, a geographical epoch recording human

activity as the dominant influence on the planetary environment.1 The idea of

indomitable human impact, now accelerating beyond safe limits to all sustain

life, is indicative of many years of human migration, exploration, industrialization,

wars, and globalization.

Participants at the symposium wonder why ecological sciences have been

ignored despite the growing evidence. They talk about sidelined studies, show-

casing conservation as part of the solution. And many are alarmed about

emerging cases of ‘bird flu’, the devastating outcomes if there were ever a large-

scale Ebola Haemorrhagic Fever outbreak, or the emergence of a previously

unknown disease.

At the Rockefeller University symposium, they agree that a different

approach is needed, and they come up with The Manhattan Principles:

[To] Recognize the essential link between human, domestic animal and
wildlife health and the threat disease poses to people, their food supplies
and economies, and the biodiversity essential to maintaining the healthy
environments and functioning ecosystems we all require.2

1One Health Environmentalism
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They call it ‘One Health–One World™’.

As a modern preoccupation, One Health plausibly sprung from One

Medicine. According to this concept, ‘veterinary medicine shares with public

health a unique practice philosophy based upon identical population concepts’.3

One Medicine influenced the epidemiology of veterinary public health in the

1940s,4 and that field was adopted at the inauguration of the World Health

Organization (WHO) in 1948.5 In 2007, the American Veterinary Medical

Association defined a One Health approach as ‘ . . . the collaborative effort of

multiple disciplines – working locally, nationally and globally – to attain

optimal health for people, animals, and our environment’.6

If health is surely significant, then why is it ‘One’? Is it equivalent to the

population and its politics that makes health ‘public’? Or is it, like in One

Medicine, describing a tangible methodology? Who, then, is a theory of One

Health for? Is it just about recognizing the essential links with nature that affect

our health, or forging new connections and rebuilding bridges with natural

fellows? If we can answer these questions, we might know if One Health is

medicine, or public health, or something altogether different. What emerges

from this Element are two ideas: one about animal rights, and one about

reasonable environmentalism. Although here, these ideas are developed from

afar, they tell us a great deal about the environmental challenges ahead.

2 Introduction

Zoonoses account for over half of all emerging or re-emerging diseases, many

with the potential to be the next pandemic.7 The 2009 ‘swine flu’ pandemic

should have galvanized One Health, One World, with a clear warning:

In the final analysis, this anticlimactic pandemic might be best remembered
as a trial run for the truly vicious killer that may come one day. And it has
demonstrated that if influenza’s Big One had struck in 2009, we would have
been in a world of hurt.8

And yet, the 2019 COVID-19 pandemic – a ‘metamorphic’ socio-ecological

phenomenon9 – showed that for all that had been achieved, often fluctuating

interest in pandemic preparedness mostly fell to underfunded national initia-

tives and these critically lacked an environmental dimension.10 It is a story on

repeat: Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) was first recognized in

1981. It started when a simian immunodeficiency virus, probably circulating in

a chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes), infected a human being (Homo sapiens)

somewhere in a forested area of Central Africa. That spillover was the index

case for Human Immunodeficiency Virus type 1 (HIV-1). By 1984, the public

health community was responding to the global crisis by linking clinical and

2 Bioethics and Neuroethics
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social research. But they had identified the new disease too late; and there was

a sense that opportunities had been missed that could have prevented tens of

millions of deaths worldwide. There were gaps in epidemiological data, silos in

practice, and hidden determinants of health driving the virus through commu-

nities. HIV would become globally endemic. If we were lucky with SARS, then

COVID-19 is here to stay.

This Element is a bird’s eye view. It tries to answer the question ‘what is One

Health?’ with a general objective in mind: to prove that, in theory, it is different

from other population approaches to health, and that in particular, public health

responses may have a specific connotation that cannot ethically be reconciled

with One Health. This Element will answer this question by analysing the

systematic population problem of interspecific justice: a phenomenon existing

or occurring between different species.11 The probability of another pandemic is

an environmental enigma: ‘Disease X’ – a ‘pathogen currently unknown to

cause human disease’ – connects every natural space to communities, national

interests, and development. HIV was tied to the wilderness in Africa, and SARS

to animal markets in China. Swine flu originated in industrial farms in Mexico.

Middle Eastern Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) started infecting humans in

2012 and has remained in that region through contact with camels (Camelus

dromedarius); the chain of infection is still unknown. The catastrophic Western

Africa Ebola outbreak in 2013 was likely due to contact with Angolan free-

tailed bats (Mops condylurus). And then came the COVID-19 pandemic: the

link to bats, again, was an indelible reminder of the connections between human

health and nature.

This Element is not completed here, but it goes some way in proving that an

ethical relationship with nature will reduce the risk of another pandemic,

through policies that reflect the fact that we live with, work with, and care for

animals. A new definition of One Health arrives much later, but it will make less

sense if we skip too far and too fast forward. After all, there is more than one

cause of ‘our ecologically deranged planet’.12

I propose to search for coherency by taking a journey via three themes; these

are not presented as polished surfaces but are instead arguments at different

stages of research. (For One Health, there is value in study, taken step by step,

amid twists and turns – bumps and potholes – of all the possible interdisciplin-

ary paths.) The themes are as follows: historical inspirations for relating our

(public) health to natural others (Section 7); the facts evident in existing human

rights frameworks and the reasons for One Health emerging in international

summits (Section 8); and an explanation of our ethical relationship to nature

(Section 9). And to give away their relationship to one another, I suggest each

theme raises questions of rights.

3One Health Environmentalism
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If these themes raise many moral issues in-and-of-themselves, I have in mind

to reach only one conclusion: One Health Environmentalism is a response to

a cultural dissonance from nature, that is impacting environmental sustainabil-

ity and harms both humans and animals; that is, One Health ethics does not arise

out of a practical – public health – concern of humans for humans, but from

a lack of theoretical concern for animals. The climate emergencies humanity

faces have mental, physical, and social impacts; these are visible as symptoms

of poor health in populations, often exacerbated by injustices of social strata and

circumstances in which people live and communities can be healthy. But

planetary health is also affecting animals, and their health affects us in all the

places we live with them. My hope, therefore, is to start a scholarly debate about

radical solutions to these environmental crises, which are more difficult to

gainsay in the noise of conflicting social and political agendas.

3 An(other) Environmental Crisis

One Health connects various phenomena to unhealthy environments. There are

many examples.13 Choking cities contributing to greenhouse gases; expanding

and squeezing the life out of green habitats. Communities reliant on high output,

monocrop fields and industrial farms that butt against and devour wilderness,

leaving wastelands.14 Biodiversity loss as irreplaceable natural resources are

dug up, chopped up, and processed at an ever more alarming rate. What

wilderness is left is captured by privateers, exploiting scarcity and necessity,

and spitting out discernible ‘public bads’: the opposite of collective benefits of

public goods. The plundering of ecoservices15 ‘crucial for the well-being of

humans and nature’,16 often done with the main goal of simply larger profit with

no end in sight; an enticement that spreads through economies of meaningless

consumerism of some kind, creating vast globalized networks to extract more

and more resources. Access to natural spaces becomes harder as it is rendered

unsuitable for habitation; species that live there adapt, leave, or die, as it

physically disappears or is privatized for personal gain. Industries take little

social responsibility through shady political deals; and the goods and processes

we come to rely on produce waste that become global pollutants.17 Ignorant,

corrupt, and ideological political (mis)representation, amplified by social

media, contributes to social inertia, promotes populist agendas to disrupt coord-

inated responses, and stokes radical disobedience and then clamps down on the

actions meant to protect the environment for us and future generations. These

are existential threats: some animals – like us – can adapt their behaviour, but

only we can change policies or deploy green technologies. Other species cannot

4 Bioethics and Neuroethics
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evolve quickly enough; biodiversity is lost, and ecosystems transform into

something far more dangerous.

Zoonoses occupy a larger space in this Element, and there is more than

enough about pandemics to keep us busy here (and concerned). As well as

being an area of utmost urgency,18 pandemics, as we shall see, are a topic where

the environmentalism of One Health and humanitarianism of public health are

mostly in conflict, because the driving factors of zoonoses are interspecific,

involving non-human animals and human activity in the environments we share

with them. ‘[A]ny infectious disease is inherently an ecological system.’19 It is

in these respects that the ‘ . . . [COVID] pandemic is no more a “natural”

phenomenon than the famines of the past or the current climate crisis’.20

The cumulative scientific evidence is unequivocal: climate change is a threat
to human well-being and planetary health (very high confidence). Any further
delay in concerted anticipatory global action on adaptation and mitigation
will miss a brief and rapidly closing window of opportunity to secure
a liveable and sustainable future for all (very high confidence).21

Anthropogenic climate trends heighten social upheaval and strife. Millions of

people have been displaced; the crowded, unsafe, and unhealthy environments

they end up in are ideal for spreading diseases.22 But patterns of urbanization

also create cities of concrete and tarmac ideal for resourceful animals that

flourish. In places like these, uncontrolled human activity pushes ecologies to

and beyond their limits, releasing latent zoonoses; new environments develop,

modifying the ranges of animals that can adapt and survive, but which become

test tubes for pathogen evolution and emergent diseases.23 Deforestation causes

Ebola outbreaks, industrial farming leads to swine flu, and wet markets incubate

novel coronaviruses. Several diseases – such as Dengue, Zika, and Lyme – are

expanding from their previous environment because of anthropogenic factors.

We already know about the next pandemic: Highly Pathogenic Avian

Influenza (HPAI) was first recorded in 1997 in Hong Kong. It was linked to

poultry farms and markets that turned out to be ripe for zoonotic spillover: large

numbers of animals with poor welfare, species that do not normally mix in

nature, in unnatural surroundings and proximity. (These conditions may also

explain the origin of COVID-19: it likely started in captive animals in a Wuhan

Market, kept in crowded and filthy conditions.) As well as six human deaths, the

Hong Kong HPAI outbreak resulted in the ‘total depopulation of all poultry

markets and chicken farms’.24 Globally, cases of HPAI or ‘bird flu’ (avian

influenza A, paralytically subtypes H5N1, H7N9, and H3N8) are becoming

more common in wild and farmed birds, thought to involve migrating birds as

well as human movement and trade. Human infection is rare, but for those who

5One Health Environmentalism
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catch it, around 60 per cent die, making it a potential pandemic many magni-

tudes more deadly than COVID-19. HPAI has been found in domestic dogs,

foxes (family Canidae), bobcats (family Felidae), skunks (familyMephitidae),

raccoons (family Procyonidae), bears (family Ursidae), otters and minks (fam-

ily Mustelidae), seals and sea lions (families Phocidae and Otariidae). In

October 2022, H5N1 was found in farmed mink in Spain.25 It was an alarming

discovery, because it was evident of inter-mammalian infections; and although

no human-to-human infection has been detected yet, that would be the first sign

of an imminent pandemic.

Given that bird flu is endemic in nature, how do we prepare for (it as) the next

pandemic? In the case of bird flu, international conventions protect migrating

birds as they pass through different jurisdictions, so that source of spread cannot

be easily contained by traditional means. Public health relies on surveillance,

track and trace. Once the alarm is raised, we rely on responses such as quaran-

tine, but only for humans; all other animals risk being culled. To date, millions

of captive and wild birds have been infected and have died; many more of them

are intentionally slaughtered.

The ecological and geographical global reality is that nature traverses polit-

ical borders; it frames the world as ethically ‘porous’,26 justifying an approach

to understand ‘ . . . both human and non-human indices of health, and the wider

study of biospheres, ecosystems, and “social” networks’.27 While the second

part of this claim suggests a One Health ‘approach’ (Section 4.1), there has been

less willingness in the field to address practical trade-offs that might be neces-

sary for environmental fairness or justice. So I want to move back a few steps

and focus this Element on a specific purpose: to undertake an ethical analysis of

One Health as ‘. . . a process of constructing a shared understanding of the

evidential basis for neglected and critical ethical problems that call for structural

change’.28

4 Methodology

Keeping this Element within a manageable scope, which is original, succinct,

and authoritative, is a challenge with two areas as big as public health and

environmentalism. This Methodology is much longer than I hoped, but while

preparing the ground, I realized that it could have been a (fourth) theme: a story

of the struggle to find relevance for a ‘new’ idea. For my purposes, I merely

clear some underbrush, rather than risk taking byways that extend this Element

to unconscionable length.

So, to keep this enquiry on track, this Element does not cover many theories

of environmentalism and does not circle back to the principles of animal ethics

6 Bioethics and Neuroethics
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in detail. Also, you will not find many ‘One Health’ cases discussed in depth.

Only at the end do I give some ideas for ethical implementation (Section 10), but

this is mostly about inspiring further thoughts. It is also not my place to try to

improve on public health ethics. Before saying anything more, let me make it

clear that this Element does not set out to undermine the purposes of public

health; it is not a choice of either public health or One Health. I also forewarn the

reader that I shall be giving each of the three themes – history, law, ethics –

a slant that favours philosophical ways of thinking, and by-passing others.

The thematic approach involves transitions from historical, through legal,

and eventually a bioethical method, as though they were interlinked. I anticipate

that some readers will view this method with suspicion: what has this author

accomplished here, in expanding methods in history, legal theory, and bioeth-

ics? There are indeed nuances to every methodology, including understanding

their limitations.29 But there are already different methodological assumptions

in One Health practice we should be aware – that is at the core of any kind of

practical disciplinarity, after all. So each of the following themes is only meant

to give a flavour of three kinds of systematic enquiry, and to organize discourse

around the significance of each: the historical origins of One Health, its appear-

ance in international law, and its ethical foundations, should stand together to

justify both my course and destination.

I will now take a moment to say a few words about definitions. Firstly, all

possibilities for the concepts used are not cited; earlier drafts that did so, became

unwieldy. Some of the terms I have already used – among others, anthropocen-

tric, culture, nature – are notoriously fuzzy and each one could take up the

entirety of a volume in the Cambridge University Press Elements series. As

such, I do not want to be bogged down in semantics and particularities, so I will

be general in my treatment of things like economics, and some suspended

assumptions will be necessary for the sake of brevity. For instance, my use of

law throughout is simplified as it relates to the international bodies we already

have (in particular, the United Nations); I will not address in fine detail

jurisprudential controversies, specific places of law, or instances of legislation.

International fora have become the basis for conventions on biodiversity and

climate accords and use the language of human rights. Rights will be the

primary topic in theme three.

I use a few conventions: (non-human) animals to distinguish between human

(beings) and other species (recognizing that humans are primates, mammals,

etc.). ‘Species’ is not an easy concept. Here, I use species generally to mean

a natural taxonomic unit, even though the rules are not discrete. Individuals

within each species have different capacities, and there are commonalities, that

7One Health Environmentalism
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is, all mammals require air; all vertebrate species are sentient; all Great Apes

‘think’. (This is fundamental to theme three, too.)

The meaning of disciplinary and specific technical terms are not always given

in this Element, so some basic scientific understanding is assumed. For

example, a spillover can be defined as the cross-species transmission of

a pathogen into a host population not previously infected. But it is a complex

and multifactorial phenomenon, involving aspects associated with the biology

and genetics of the host, reservoir, vector, and microorganisms involved, and

the environmental context. Zoonoses spread to humans by direct contact, from

food or water, fomites or environmental contamination; humans infect animals

with zooanthroponoses. There is also the technical language about contextual

relations on the land, water, or between flora and fauna – and every location and

species found, infers countless researches in biology, ecology, genomics, and

many others, that connect ecosystems to the biosphere.

Since I ammaking conceptual comparisons, I will do away with one health as

a proper noun, to match the convention for naming public health, ecology, and

conservation.

4.1 A One Health Approach

The methodological steps taken here are necessary if only to avoid what Robert

Merton called ‘The Fallacy of the Latest Word’, and the risk that ‘wholesale

neglect of theoretical contexts soon fall of their own weight’.30 If these remarks

suggest that one health has become a nominalist fallacy – a generalization that

fails to explain exactly what it is – then to leave the matter thus is to leave it

vague and obscure. My other motivation is Stephen Jay Gould’s opus, The

Structure of Evolutionary Theory, in which he claims, ‘Theories need both

essences and histories.’31 I think we can borrow from this an entirely appropri-

ate abstract anchor to try to solve the puzzle of what connects us to nature: in

theory, then, is there an intrinsic quality to one health? Is it, like evolutionary

theory (taking on Gould’s challenge), a ‘genuine thing’?32

The following investigation reveals that there is a tension within one health.

A keynote speaker at the One Health–One World symposium, WCS President

Steven Sanderson described the consequences of globalization as ‘[rescuing]

conservation from development[,] and poverty alleviation from ecological

degradation’.33 In theory and in fact, ‘ . . . two claims are simultaneously true:

there is a threat to the human life support at the same time as several billions of

fellow humans have to be lifted out of poverty’.34 So, if the gist of both one

health and public health concerns the same scale of populations and same

determinants of health,35 then why cannot public health do the ethical work?
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Public health outcomes, which are measured in terms of social and environ-

mental justice, might include an approach to ‘maintain . . . culture . . . for the

broader public good’.36 How does social justice relate to nature or wilderness,

and the lives of animals that live there: what is good for them?

And so I distinguish between one health ethics and a one health approach.

The one health approach gives a name to something far from new, yet it has

become a focal point to encourage people to talk with those they would not

normally think to do so: it meant to be multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, or

transdisciplinary – which suggests at least it is not simply uni-disciplinary.

However, an approach gives a weak semblance of purpose between those

heading in the same direction, whereas ethics indicates a common value –

a purpose for the journey.

Inter- and transdisciplinary approaches, developed in the social sciences,

have become theory-derived conceptual guides for justifying empirical support

for one health. But though there is perhaps modern significance in holism,

methodologically speaking at least, it is a long time since social-scientific

phenomena were thought to be completely explicable in terms of individual

disciplines. Moreover, these theories often lack ecological relevance.37 In

respect to the socio-economic expectations for transdisciplinarity,38 the

approach is as much about convergence in terms of coming together on what

we agree about, as well as amalgamating different disciplines, practices, and

agencies; achieving that goal presupposes a normative, coordinating principle.

However, the one health approach itself does not extend what might be the ‘right

theory’ into diverse areas of practice, and fails to provide a critique perhaps

needed, particularly in respect to the divergent values of economics, public

health, ecology, and conservation. The problem of an approach, therefore, is

that it tells us little about thematic critique: the destinations of history, law, or

ethics.

That said, an approach can have tacit importance: in the following, where

sources on public health, conservation, or ecology, are cited, the authors or their

words are meant – in the spirit of the approach – to be authentic and authorita-

tive, as if we were at a multidisciplinary meeting, à la: ‘At every step, in order to

visualize the consequences, we need to go through some laboratories to learn

new techniques, to be confident in the results of some instruments, and to appeal

to some experts.’39

Joël de Rosnay used the idea of The Macroscope (1979) to refocus our gaze

outwards from society to nature – a ‘symbolic instrument made of a number of

methods and techniques borrowed from very different disciplines’;40 this, too,

will be used to navigate the great distance I have to cross to find a common one

health vocabulary.

9One Health Environmentalism
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4.2 Environments, Cultures, and Natures

Everything we do is situated in some sort of environment (environ, from Old

French of ‘round about’, to surround or encircle). Thomas Carlyle first coined the

term ‘environment’ in English, although the path to its association with ‘nature’

and then environmentalismwould takemore time. But has there ever been a more

slippery concept than nature?41 Nature is wondrous, perhaps with objective,

naturalistic, or sometimes fallacious value; it can have rights (assertorically –

the fact of natural rights), or it can be unfeeling and harsh (teleologically

speaking). Yet organisms have the specific natures of their species, and some

have fluctuating capabilities of reason. So nature also prompts specific kinds of

rights discourse, including the issue of whether (and which) animals have rights,

that manifest in a growing jurisprudence to recognize the legal claims of natural

objects such as rivers. With such limitless parentheses, the risk is too much to do;

so, here, although ‘the environment’ and ‘nature’ have perhaps different conno-

tations, I rest assured that there cannot be one without the other: it would seem

there are few places in nature where humans have not been (our traces can be

found everywhere), and it is impossible to keep nature from the artificial worlds

we build. As such, I will use environment and nature interchangeably.

And what do I mean by culture? That is another impossibly difficult word to

pin down; but we need a placeholder. For the most part, here I use nature as the

opposite of culture42 – howwe subjectively see it the environment in respect to all

the necessary ecoservices or the things humans need to be healthy. (Not forgetting

that ecological services are nature’s goods and are necessary, contextual, and

relational, to all animals.) Sometimes culture is seen as an object of human

making, of art or language, and is seen as essentially separate from the non-

human world.43 That is, culture is responsible for the wondrous signs all around us

of human intellectual achievements and spiritual imaginations;44 it is the evolu-

tionary endpoint of ultra-sociality, such that institutions of economies, ethics, and

law, cannot be found in nature.45 Culture is therefore thought to be anthropogenic

(anthrōpos, ‘human being’; -genic, as in origin or cause), in the sense that we

‘think’ and behave like humans, rather than, as Aldo Leopold wrote, like ‘a

Mountain’.46 Many animals are social and cultural;47 they just do not have things

like books or tactical nukes. And perhaps they do think like us, which is only to say

that their plausible consciousness pertains to certain neuroethical facts.48

The significance of culture and nature will become more apparent: the law (in

theme two), for instance, uses a blanket concept of legal persons to focus a social

concern and avoid such thornymatters of natural rights;49 but, aswe shall see, that

approach gets in a muddle if there are in fact natural persons. Moreover, that

approach suggests to me a hint of chauvinism50 and hubris – ‘look, at us! Look at
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what we’ve achieved! We have left nature behind!’ I have instead a foreboding –

philosophical – sense of what humanity is capable of. (Compare Calvin Schwabe,

an architect of One Medicine, who wrote sympathetically of the obligations of

a culture that ‘ . . . ismore important than animals’.51) So the concerns of what we

leave out by being anthropocentric, or, if you believe there is a metaphysical

disconnection, then one health’s modern revelations are reasons for positive

environmental health reform by recognizing mutuality or a one-ness of health.

4.3 Ecology and Conservation

In 1866, the zoologist Ernst Haeckel first defined the new science of

‘Oecologie’. His idea is translated in the front matter to the major modern

work, Principles of Animal Ecology: ‘By ecology we mean the body of know-

ledge concerning the economy of nature – the investigation of the total relations

of the animal both to its inorganic and to its organic environment; . . . in a word,

ecology is the study of all those complex interrelations referred to by Darwin as

the conditions of the struggle for existence.’52

Arthur Tansley, a pioneer in botany, used ecology for the first time in 1935

(eco – From Greek oikosmeaning ‘household’, home, or place to live), to mean

studying ‘ecosystems’ as they are: ‘If human activity destroys a large number of

plant communities and plant habitats, and modifies, to a greater or less extent,

many more, it also produces fresh habitats and fresh plant communities, and

thus provides fresh opportunities for ecological study on every hand.’53

Later came a revelation in social environmental ideas, based on the field

study of natural organisms under natural conditions, with ‘natural’ taken to

mean ‘non-human’. In this ideal sense, ecology became the antithesis to culture,

requiring the ‘protection of nature from human obliteration’.54 A fourth strand

concerns the fact that the relative instability of ecosystems was significant: as

they could change suddenly due to a natural seismic event, there was a value to

‘unnatural’ and synthetic systems never before in existence.55 The molecular

biologist Joël De Rosnay seems to be the first to have coined ‘ecohealth’:

‘Ecosocialism, ecosociety, ecocitizen, ecocommunications, ecohealth,
ecocongress . . . This is not a new ‘ecocult’! The prefix ‘eco’ symbolizes here
the close relationship between economy and ecology; it puts the accent on
relationships among [persons] and between [persons] and what they call their
‘home,’ the ecosphere.’56

The ideas of ecology, therefore, were shaped by the contingent realities of

overcoming environmental problems through ‘systems thinking’ about humans

living in world of infinite complexity: ecology could not be separated from

economy, urban planning, and industry.

11One Health Environmentalism
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Wildlife conservation can be both naturalistic (the observation and recording

of nature, as a scientific interest) and specialistic (the conservation of species –

and spaces). But both community-based conservation and social ecology –

a commentary on the phases of study just mentioned – seem to have landed in

the same place: a combination of an anthropocentric or humanist concern for

human beings and the value of nature that originates in human interest, and

a view through naturalistic lenses that discerns environmental value autono-

mously of the human gaze. The latter includes biocentric and ecocentric views

that, respectively, consider animals or the environment has intrinsic interests.

Even though my treatment ends up leaving these as bite-size concepts, they

tell us a great deal about one health: understanding ecological communities

requires contributions from biologists, conservationists, ecologists, ethologists,

geneticists, microbiologists, and so on, as well as historians, legal scholars,

philosophers, and sociologists. But that approach also tells us that combining

such views into one of culture and nature is an ethical project.

4.4 Public Health

Perhaps there is a glaring omission on my part: I so far have not said what ‘one’

and ‘health’ mean. Although I give a definition of one health ethics, that is

a long way away. (It is given in Section 9, if the present reader seeks urgent

satisfaction.) There is much distance to cross, including (as we shall see) two

potential dead ends. For now, I anticipate the scope of the task I have set myself;

it is hard enough to define ‘health’ even when taking a single, intraspecies frame

about human beings. An interspecies approach only amplifies these.

So my assumption is purposively simple: I use public to relate to human

communities, and assume it has an anthropocentric meaning based on the idea

that ‘human culture’, and it alone, has absolute and unconditional value.

A great deal has been written about the question: what is health? Health is

a description of well-being if taken at the level of an abstract individual. But it is

also a contextual and shared state, central to public health ethics. Public health

has been defined as many things, often by focussing on what the public is and

how that relates to its health (John Coggon writes that, in all this variation, there

may not be a ‘true’meaning in what makes health public).57 Nevertheless, in the

broadest sense, ‘When public health talks about health it means a state of

biological, psychological, and social functioning of a human organism/person

in a social context’;58 this social turn was not always seen as important from

a population health perspective.59 (And is perhaps similar to the social evolution

of ecology and conservation, discussed in Section 4.3.) I use public health to

describe the traditional science and art to improve well-being, applicable only to
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‘legal persons’ – and that means human beings – and the communities in which

they live.

‘One’ now seems pivotal. Both one health and public health are similar in

respect to ‘how to think about the nature of the health of the group and how this

differs from the health of individuals’,60 and share the imperative to improve

welfare by leveraging social opportunities and evidence-based approaches to

design better systems. But if public health is coextensive to human rights –

a recurring subplot of this Element – then one health differs insomuch as it

includes animals in moral decisions, and therefore does not contain exactly the

same humanistic values.

5 A Natural Condition

If we can entertain the idea that one health is interspecific, then its contrast with

public health might illuminate a different evidence-based theory. The risk I am

taking is making public health and one health practically incompatible, perpetu-

ally in conflict, and rendering public health itself exposed to the logical

demands of environmental ethics. But my analysis is aimed at a narrow area

of public health theory, since merely negative criticism of the entire practice

seems out of place.

Late in 2013, a new Zaire Ebolavirus strain emerged in Guinea, West Africa.

It might have started when a two-year-old boy encountered locally roosting

bats.61 The WHO declared the outbreak to be an international public health

emergency in August 2014.62 By the time it was brought under control in 2016,

there had been 28,652 reported cases and 11,325 deaths; many who survived

infection had debilitating comorbidities. Ebola disease was first scientifically

identified in 1976; over the years several local spillovers have occurred when

encountering infected animals; and anthropogenic environmental factors, like

deforestation, seemed to increase risks.63 The scale of the West Africa out-

break – the largest in recorded history – was the consequence of infections

reaching large urban centres for the first time.64 It was exacerbated by the

circumstances of already beleaguered public health systems in the region;

their dire state – a ‘clinical desert’ – was symptomatic of a history of ‘rapacious

extraction’, regional patterns of land use, and instability with roots in

colonialism.65 Political and social conflict had eroded the regional infrastruc-

ture for water, sanitation, transportation, health services, and communications

needed to effectively respond. Although there must have been a causal human–

ecological interaction that defined a primary spillover event, ‘ . . . that doesn’t

mean that human-animal contact defines epidemics, which occur among and

between people’.66 In this space, we find public health ethics.67

13One Health Environmentalism
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Animals rarely receive the benefits of public health-informed care.68 In the

context of public health emergencies, the focus is on human cases first, then on the

social contexts of spread;69 the ecology of hosts and reservoirs are secondary

studies,70 and there is (by some) little regard at the time for wildlife conservation.

But in these same environments, populations of chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes)

and gorillas (Gorilla gorilla) have been decimated by Ebola viruses, as well as by

other human activities, and their population resilience is at critically low levels.

Vaccines were only preclinical at the start of the Ebola outbreak, leading to

‘ethical and evidential grounds’ to test them in humans likely to be exposed to

the virus.71 The experimental use of the vaccine in humans raised questions of

‘compassionate use’ and regulatory issues under the umbrella of the WHO’s

public health remit. The vaccines were urgently tested in non-human primate

models, but if the human trials went ahead, then could they not concurrently serve

as a model for Great Ape vaccination programmes, too?72 Perhaps our closest

cousins could benefit from data gleaned from human trials, and then the outcomes

of vaccinations in situ could have informed public health. For some conserva-

tionists, ‘interventions such as vaccination and treatment remain controversial’.73

Vaccination programmes aimed at wild, rare, socially important animals are

presumed to be unworkable or too risky. But it was the very high stakes vaccine

‘experiment’ – lacking the normal range of pre-clinical animal experiments – that

got us out of COVID-19.

Within nature, therefore, are ethical patterns of politics and sociality: these

narratives can explain the links between zoonoses and society,74 just as much as

culture defines matters within the frame of public health.

5.1 One Health and COVID-19

‘HUMAN BEINGS ARE THE ULTIMATE CAUSES OF PANDEMICS . . . [O]ur
growing ecological footprint seems currently to be leading to an exponential rise in
the spillover of other microbes directly from wildlife to people’.75

As the COVID-19 pandemic entered its third year, a British health minister was

recorded in interview saying ‘[at the start of the pandemic] there was an idea at

one moment that we might have to ask the public to exterminate all the cats in

Britain’. The open revelation, made only because of leaked private messages

(and perhaps, ironically was meant as a distracting ‘dead cat’ strategy), was said

to be justified at that time by limited data about the virus and the risks of non-

human animals being infected. In China’s zero-COVID policy, companion

animals were forcibly seized and placed together in plastic bags to be collected

at the roadside, and killed in large numbers because they were potentially

infected with (or thought to be spreading) the virus. Around the world, wild
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animals such as deer were killed because of the risk of spreading the virus, even

though that risk was much lower than catching it from another human being.

For all the other matters these stories represent, they also do not seem to be

reasonable. Even though the origin of the virus was unknown at the time, it was

a characteristic zoonoses; and now it had become a zooanthroponoses: humans

were shedding the virus and infecting animals. Not all non-human species could

carry the virus, and few seemed to get seriously ill. Some zoo-kept animals were

inoculated using one of the meant-for-human vaccines. Mink (genus Mustela)

farms became incubators for new COVID-19 variants: industrial farming required

close contact between large numbers of solitary animals that would never occur in

the wild. In November 2020, it was announced that all farmed mink in Denmark

would be culled; not just those infected or known to be exposed to the virus.

Denmark’s Foreign Minister said, ‘We would rather go a step too far than take

a step too little to combat COVID-19’. The political fallout from the decision,

including its economic impact on the fur industry, contributed to the government’s

collapse. At the time, the WHO advised that: ‘This event highlights the important

role that farmedmink populations can play in the on-going transmission of SARS-

CoV-2 and the critical importance of robust surveillance, sampling and sequencing

of these viruses by employing a One Health approach, especially around areas

where such animal reservoirs are identified.’76

Mink culls happened elsewhere; but the political and public debate had

nothing much to do with nature and was mostly about ‘the public interest’.

The sight of the decayingmink re-emerging frommass graves was a reminder of

the ethical discord between public health and environmentalism.

Culling is a basic tool of pandemic response; a ‘stamping out’ strategy to deal

with an outbreak,77 even if more humane and potentially more effective alterna-

tives exist such as vaccination.78 Ethically, this signifies the difference between

ethical populations: humans and animals.79 The re-emergence of SARS in 2004

led to the culling of civet cats and other mammals in China. In Singapore,

preparing for future pandemics included trials of practice culls of healthy birds

on the island.80 In the United Kingdom, a mostly useless and scientifically flawed

badger cull was trialled and continued beyond knowing its failure to control bovine

tuberculosis (which is not a significant health risk for humans).81 Animal popula-

tions may be ‘hunted’ if they escape captivity, and ‘depopulated’ if they are

generally unwanted. If they are in danger from natural disasters, social unrest, or

war (also all relatable to patterns of infectious disease), it might not be possible or

popular for them to be evacuated or relocated, leading them to die in desperate

conditions or ‘humanely’ killed. During the Ebola outbreak in Western Africa,

Spanish officials euthanized a companion dog, called Excalibur. Doing so not only

wasted a life, but also exacerbated the trauma and grief for their human
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companion, a nurse who contracted the disease from patients she was treating

while in Sierra Leone. Javier Limon Romero was quarantined and received care;

Excalibur was killed because there were no protocols or resources in place to care

for the animal given the potential risk to public health.

Meanwhile, nature outside our windows seemed to improve while we were

confined to our homes to avoid contact with the SARS-CoV-2 virus (if we were

lucky enough to have a home). If these were the ‘environmental “benefits”

during this period . . . [how could these] be celebrated for anything other than

their circumstantial occurrence at a time when people are dying and coming to

terms with the personal and socioeconomic effects of a global pandemic’.82 The

‘anthropause’ also revealed wildlife had adapted to our day-to-day activity in

more normal times, such as finding less road kill on now empty byways.83 It also

showed the necessary attachment we have to the outside: at the start, in some

places, parks were closed keeping us penned in; then we were isolated in green

belt or concrete neighbourhoods. More companion animals were bought or

adopted to keep us company; but if staying home was not to be the new normal,

then the return to offices eroded a responsibility for their care. Of course, the

great social and moral reset never came, partly because of the economic

recovery was seeded exactly as before.

Only now are we coming to the realization that we are all connected to a distant

market in Wuhan: ‘Society has long since moved beyond the narrow confines of

the social sphere.’84 Instead of dissonance to the plight of the animals in the

market, there is now an unwelcome correlation between them, humanity, and

a virus. If one health relates to culture and nature, then just as much, it concerns

the tension between public health and conservation. These dichotomies might

originate in the same places, but they are just under the surface, and hard to make

out. Emerging into the post-COVID world, such obscurity is revealed as social

(the reality that we live with other creatures), biological (the facts of life, so that

we cannot prove we are the only creatures with interests), and ecological (we

cannot imagine a world without a sky and land, even in the synthetic or artificial

places we construct). The biosphere, on which we naturally depend, connects us

to and in environments, even to the most distant of places. We can’t just concrete

over and eliminate nature as a way out of that fact; it makes things worse, and

ultimately imperils our own existence.

6 Three Themes

In a paradigmatic one health case, the ethical concerns of public health and

animal welfare were tested qualitatively in controlling rabies (Lyssavirus) in

Colombo City, Sri Lanka.85 The project’s application of ‘one health’ methods
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(such as vaccination, addressing dog ownership responsibilities, and reducing

roaming dog nuisances), suggested the approach was effective – one health

decreased human infections and reduced public bads when compared to trad-

itional policies of capture and culling. The researchers also showed that one

health forces us to re-evaluate ethical assumptions: instead of dead dogs, there

were educated owners and healthy canines, and tangible collective goods in

public awareness, animal welfare, and safer environments. The positive results,

however, could not fully explain the role of ethics: the investigators asked, were

the dogs (genus Canis) being respected, treated fairly, or attributed rights? And

what if there were conflicts as a result of these measures? Specific answers

might not matter, as the case showed that one health can work at a population

level without defining it as an ethical solution; but populations contain people

with rights, and the public good and the public interest might do the ethical work

to resolve conflicts between them, but do little for animals.

To make sense of moral connection to nature, some have turned back to

public health and its implied normativity.86 Similarly to the Columbo case, we

can trace human/animal connections to many different matters (In Section 5,

I used the examples like vaccinating great apes to Ebola, or the environmental

framing of COVID-19). But across these cases, perhaps one health itself has

first principles – is there, in this case, an imperative to vaccinate rather than cull?

Does one health in principle suggest that great apes, dogs, or other animals have

rights? And given these possibilities, does that make one health cases more

appealing or undermine central population health dogma?

In an attempt to answer these, theme one reveals an incomplete origin story

for one health; as such, there is an alternative history – one about theory –which

may tell us something, but perhaps not enough, about relevant schools of

environmental ethics. If that process does not do well, then we can move on

to the fora for environmental law where one health has been stationed, to

perhaps find answers (that is theme two; although I do not find it convincing,

either); and ultimately, perhaps we might seek out more solid philosophical

grounding that befits an ethical theory (theme three).

7 Theme One: One Health’s Ethical Histories

What follows, is a shorter, but critical story about how one health evolved as

a social history.87 My method is limited: as we move a matter back and forward

in logical sequence, each step echoes with knowledge, discoveries, movements,

and controversies, and so, each footprint resonates with almost infinite inter-

pretations. But a short history is, nonetheless, an opportunity to understand

intuitive leaps, false starts, and mistakes, and to tie up loose ends. In this theme,
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the subplot is to anticipate a theoretical frame sneaking, without critique, its way

into the ‘newly’ discovered idea of one health. The account is in rough chrono-

logical order; no character mentioned is treated biographically (birth and death

dates are included to place them in the period); and no institution described in

full context.

7.1 One Medicine

The idea of nature goes far back beyond pre-modern philosophy, religion, and

tradition. One could probably make the case that the idea of one health, too, can

be found in all ancient medicine: cultivation, hunting, and husbandry, always

meant that animals were perceived in places that were connected to our well-

being and often cared for.88 Aggrey Ayuen Majok (1947–2020) and Calvin

Schwabe (1927–2006) describe three social systems related to animal roles:

folk, agrarian, and industrian.89 At the furthest end, animals are completely

integrated culturally and economically within social fabric, whereas at the other,

there is a culture mostly disconnected from nature. In Western narratives, one

health history zooms in on the last 250 years and professes to find only

a crumbling human relationship to the environment and mentions a few bright

sparks who cared to notice. In this story, and surely there must be many, One

Medicine is part of the Microbiological Revolution, development of faultless

microscopes, and progress in cell theory. But it is also during this time that

urbanization, social stratification on an industrial scale, exploration and exploit-

ation of far-off places, and ever larger wars, meant living with animals in

increasingly unhealthy conditions and proximity meant sharing germs with

similar pathologies, aetiologies, and outcomes. New work for (and exploitation

of) animals necessitated growth in the profession of veterinary medicine to keep

them well; and such communal experiences became part of the environmental

hygiene and sanitary causes of ill health (later public health).

It was the American physician Benjamin Rush (1746–1813) who first said on

record, ‘There is but one medicine . . . and there is but one animal, because every

animal is a living creature, or at least an automaton . . .’.90 Rush taught medical

students about society’s collective obligations to animals ‘. . . by the manner of

life to which their connexion with us . . .’,91 ‘We are bound in the first place, to

discharge the important duties to domestic animals which I have mentioned, by

the relation that has been established between them and us by the Author of

nature . . .’,92 and in particular, of ‘the reciprocal advantages to be derived from

extending to them, the benefits of the science of medicine’.93 Such obligations

were derived from service and companionship, ‘They live only for our

benefit . . . so that there is constantly due, to them, an immense balance of
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debt from us . . .’.94 One Medicine particularly found a place in pathology:

Rudolf Virchow (1821–1902)95 was said to have first laid the groundwork – he

was also first to note that ‘all cells come from cells’ – which would eventually

become a grounded theory: ‘I can only emphasize once more that there is no

scientific barrier, nor should there be, between veterinary medicine and human

medicine; the experience of one must be utilized for the development of the

other.’96

A contemporary of Virchow, William Osler (1849–1919), continued that heri-

tage: ‘“ills which flesh is heir to” are not wholly monopolized by the “lords of

creation”’.97

Although a straight-line is drawn between these élites and one health, there

are only fragments of ethical thinking to connect them. Admittedly, I have not

attempted textbook coverage because these were times of celebrated literati,

each with a vast preserve of discoveries, experiments, ideas, travels, and

correspondences. Rush was perhaps an outlier – he considered there to be

obligations whether treating disease in humans or animals – but, as reported

by a contemporary, he was criticized by his peers for suggesting that human

‘souls’must perish, like all animals, with the disintegration of the body.98 (The

controversy brings to mind Gregor Mendel’s (1822–1884) fear of ‘many cler-

ical enemies’.99) For others, One Medicine only bound humans to animals

through studying the diseases they shared; medicine informed forms of germi-

nal ideas of interdisciplinarity between veterinary and clinical colleges, rather

than playing any part in pioneering trans-professional ethical values. In those

times, (Cartesian) dualism always was just under the surface. Virchow wrote of

the Theory of Evolution, ‘We cannot teach, we cannot pronounce it to be

a conquest of science, that man has descended from any other animal.’100 Osler

was familiar with the works of Darwin (and met him once, in 1874), but although

he transformed his religious idealism into progressive social medicine and advo-

cated for better living conditions, he, at least for a large part of his career, was

reluctant to forego his concerns about the newTheory.101 BothVirchow andOsler

were pro-vivisection. Virchow thought animal research to be in the ‘public weal’

and assured readers of theBritishMedical Journal that no onewas after ‘pet dogs,

and parlour cats’.102 Osler formally spoke against the British government’s

intention to introduce The Cruelty to Animals Act 1876, which would restrict

painful experiments. He gave evidence regarding the ‘ . . . tremendous gain to

humanity . . . that it is impossible to put against it the lives of a certain number of

dogs sacrificed. I do not think that the two can be weighed together’.103

In the twentieth century, the OneMedicine idea grew under new public health

policies. In 1923, Veranus Moore (1859–1931, principally a bacteriologist)

wrote ‘We are coming to realize that, broadly speaking, there is but one
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medicine; and that physicians and veterinarians alike are obligated to safeguard

the public health.’104 In 1958, Joseph Klauder (1888–1962, a dermatologist),

credited Virchow (without proper citation) as saying ‘There is no dividing line

in nature of disease of man and animals.’105 Klauder saw promise in another

concept of ‘universal medicine’:106 a concern for the health of all living

creatures, that ‘is simply the result of that obsolete concept of division: Man

and Animal’.107 In 1964, in Veterinarians and What They Do, a chapter pro-

claims, ‘There is only one medicine’ (and that ‘could well be the title of the

book’).108 The authors’ narrative refers to Rush’s first utterance to allude to the

veterinarians’ role in public health.109 In 1966, One Medicine was used to

define ‘a decade on preparing for human travel in space . . .’,

. . . as far as the cerebral circulation is concerned, the effect is the same as if
a man had become a giraffe. This problem was a major reason for applying the
One Medicine idea to a study of the giraffe’s circulation. . . . and that man’s
physiological weaknesses will be supported so effectively by the OneMedicine
of Mother Earth that he will be able to travel to the moon and eventually to
other planets. What he will find there remains to be seen, but his experiences
undoubtedly will make important additions to our One Medicine.110

The concept of One Medicine again appeared in 1975, in respect to using

a ‘baboon heart to support a critically ill child’: ‘Thus the concept of ‘one

medicine’ grows, and the boundary between the twin disciplines of human and

animal medicine becomes increasingly blurred.’111

Despite these earlier articulations of One Medicine, the veterinary epidemi-

ologist Calvin Schwabe is often credited with establishing the practice in

modern parlance. Schwabe was moved by the relationships between medical

and agricultural practices in prehistoric and classical societies, and came to the

conclusion ‘that veterinary medicine was important for human public health,

and that there should be a legitimate space for veterinarians to contribute to that

goal’.112 He decided that ‘Virchow from the start became completely dedicated

to the idea of “one medicine”’ (citing Klauder’s rendition).113 A version of

Virchow’s prose appeared on the front plate of the first edition of Schwabe’s

seminal book, Veterinary Medicine and Human Health (1964). But it was not

until the third edition, published in 1984, that he included a chapter on ‘One

Medicine’.114 Here, he calls One Medicine a ‘human health profession’,115

defined by ‘the most logical unifying or apical cause in veterinary medicine’s

hierarchy of values’116 with the ‘same dimensions and general goals of

medicine’,117 that extends the treatment of disease to all species as ‘shared

experiences’.118 Schwabe promoted the veterinary profession as a means to

human well-being, which meant looking after animals well. Later, Schwabe
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declared that ‘One Medicine for the Future’ meant veterinary preventative

medicine was fundamental to public health.119 With others, he developed

epidemiological surveillance research in respect to population-based health

using a ‘web of causation’ between animals and humans;120 that opened up

a ‘two-way window’ for interprofessional interactions,121 and described mul-

tiple etiological environmental determinants. This determinant of health vision

was necessary because holistic approaches were rare in a public health move-

ment that was becoming increasingly focused on the chronic and non-infectious

diseases of human populations.

At around the same time One Medicine entered the mid-to-late twentieth-

century lexicon, two ‘new’ environmental movements came to prominence:

EcoHealth and Planetary Health. I hesitate to say much more of their history as

they are more often conflated across a spectrum of approaches including global

health. In that respect, these concepts, as well as one health and One Medicine,

are often used interchangeably. But perhaps I can make some simple observa-

tions if only to put them in name to one side.

Ecohealth – or ecological health – at one point was afield of study about people’s

quality of life as it is embedded in healthy communities; since then, the concept has

oscillated between well-being movements and conservation medicine.

Both ecohealth and public health aspire at social equity through healthy
societies, and share strategies for community participation and empowerment
for the solution of health problems. . . . Public health is traditionally con-
sidered the responsibility of the state; whereas, ecohealth stresses the involve-
ment of communities and seems to have (maybe out of frustration) relegated
the role of the state to second place in the solution of the problems.122

Conservation medicine professes to offer sustainable ways to use wildlife by

engaging veterinarians in improving social and economic factors.123 The

EcoHealth Alliance (which started as the Wildlife Trust in 1971) has since

become synonymous with approaches to preventing human pandemics that start

in animals.

The Rockefeller Foundation-Lancet Commission on Planetary Health (2015)

stated, ‘Put simply, planetary health is the health of human civilization and the

state of the natural systems on which it depends.’124 It has since manifested as

a critique of political, economic, and social systems, largely contained in

institutions (like hospitals), and linking them to the climate crisis.125

These are now non-reductionist models of population health that take account

of various contextual factors – or social and environmental determinants of

health – to bring communities under ‘ . . . the normative demands of justice as

they relate to the activities of public health policy, practice, and research’.126

21One Health Environmentalism
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Both movements are synonymous with meeting the United Nation’s

Sustainable Development Goals: a ‘new set of SDGs should ensure that

human societies operate within the safe operating space defined by planetary

boundaries’.127 I am not generally critical of the global movement to connect

environmentalism to the planetary crisis, but as we shall see, if that is

grounded in public health (as it must be), then there are inevitable conflicts

with nature.

7.2 From One Medicine to One Health

The ‘“one medicine, many ecosystems” approach to protecting livelihoods,

[and] addressing poverty and environmental issues’ was still evident at the

turn of the twenty-first century.128 But at this point, there was also a shift

towards something called ‘one health’. Conservationists had noticed

a tension; William Karesh, a veterinarian, wrote ‘I cannot accept the argument

that conservation puts animals before people. . . .Many of our needs to survive

in the future are similar.’129 Karesh gave this germinal idea a name in 2003

(sounding like Benjamin Rush): ‘There is just one health. And the solutions

require everyone working together on all the different levels.’130

One health was going to be a theme at the upcoming Southern and

East African Experts Panel on Designing Successful Conservation and

Development Interventions at the Wildlife/Livestock Interface forum

(2003). Participants would be told, ‘As socioeconomic progress demands

sustained improvements in health for humans, their domestic animals, and

the environment, our institutions recognize the need to move towards a “one

health” perspective.’131

The perspective was confirmation of what had been happening for a while:

‘conservation biologists have the opportunity to identify more interdisciplin-

ary barriers needing removal and to construct bridges to connect castles of

disciplinary knowledge’.132 Like Schwabe’s veterinarians, conservationists

had for a long time understood practical reasons to connect public health to the

environment: the primatologist Jane Goodall had already published observa-

tions of natural disease transmission.133 And in this respect, ‘The veterinary

expertise and wildlife management skills of conservation organizations can

both supplement the basic pathogen research and control work of the public

health community and benefit from it.’134

Across the board, conservationists were already studying not just the bio-

logical and evolutionary factors of animal diseases, but also the complex

‘social’ ecology in which humans become a part of the natural life cycles.

That idea would become mythological in the burgeoning one health movement.
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The ‘new’ one health would be a reminder that naturalist skills were rarely used

in public health.

In 2004, one health was formally defined (see the opening of this Element).

The definition included The Manhattan Principles on One World, One Health

organized around ‘interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral approaches to disease

prevention, surveillance, monitoring, control and mitigation as well as to

environmental conservation more broadly’.135 Now, one health had a focus:

a response to future epidemics and epizootic disease risks, and in particular the

concerns of international animal trade and the lack of investment in animal

surveillance. Human diseases were linked to the conservation of animals

already under threat; health was cyclical between species; so there was an

undeniable connection between our health.

In 2005, Steven Osofsky et al. wrote: ‘The “One Health” concept takes

conservation medicine a step further by broadening an ecological definition of

health, while acknowledging that conservation medicine’s primary goal is the

pursuit of ecological health – the health of ecosystems and the species that live

within these systems.’136

That might have been a coda to the first phase of one health, because things

then began to change, as the idea moved away from conservation into health

promotion and closer to public health.137 At least one path taken meant drop-

ping even implied interspecific values, and adapting to a global health ethics of

‘. . . development, international health, aid and post-colonial reconstruction’.138

Subsequent to the New Delhi International Ministerial Conference on Avian

and Pandemic Influenza in 2007, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)

with other major global organizations published their Contributing to One

World, One Health, a significant reiteration for global action in respect to

‘infectious diseases that emerge (or re-emerge) from the interfaces between

animals and humans and the ecosystems in which they live’.139 Following on,

the FAO, World Organization for Animal Health (OIE), and World Health

Organisation (WHO), published A Tripartite Concept Note, to ‘develop norma-

tive standards and field programs to achieve One Health goals’.140

Meanwhile, the American Veterinary Medical Association pulled one health

in another direction towards A New Professional Imperative, describing the

‘concept of One Health [as] very much a strategy with a long-overdue bias

towards health promotion and disease prevention across the human, animal, and

environmental domains’.141 And in 2019, the Climate and Environmental

Foreign Policy Division at the German Federal Foreign Office and the WCS

convened the One Planet, One Health, One Future conference to revisit the

Manhattan Principles: their ‘Call to Action’ was organized about The Berlin

Principles on One Health.142 Their imperative was called ‘joined-up ethical
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thinking’ and used solidarity and environmental justice to anchor their reasons

for returning to interspecific values.143

Then, in 2022, the WHO One Health High-Level Expert Panel (OHHLEP)

defined one health as perhaps the first truly global health–environmental move-

ment. In their operative definition, they called one health ‘an integrated, unify-

ing approach that aims to sustainably balance and optimize the health of people,

animals and ecosystems’, adding that ‘[one health] recognizes the health of

humans, domestic and wild animals, plants, and the wider environment (includ-

ing ecosystems) are closely linked and inter-dependent’. If this was nothing

particularly new, then they added a new social imperative supporting social

determinants of health:

‘The approach mobilizes multiple sectors, disciplines and communities at
varying levels of society to work together to foster well-being and tackle
threats to health and ecosystems, while addressing the collective need for
clean water, energy and air, safe and nutritious food, taking action on climate
change, and contributing to sustainable development.’144

OHHLEP’s definition was endorsed by the now Quadripartite consisting of the

FAO, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), WHO, and the

World Organisation for Animal Health (now anglicized to WOAH). This

bookend to the modern period of one health history perhaps represents

a culmination of the tension between social and interspecific, even biocentric

values. But, as we shall see, the mishmash of a social determinant of health

framework with conservation and ecology remains a fragile compromise.

7.3 Different Histories

What can be concluded about the trajectory of one health over the years?

Popularly, it is told through a selection of dividing chronological markers.

Others likely see the value of the organic development of an approach that

never took an explicit ethical turn: one health is just an evolving lens for

addressing human health where there is contact at the animal–plant–environ-

ment interface. For many pioneers, however, the ‘disease’ was paramount and

transformative of culture: for them, the natural animal was an object; its

interests were entirely absent. When Calvin Schwabe spoke of veterinary public

health, he alluded to a moral connection to animals only in the unique world of

transhumant pastoralist cultures, and offered little by way of critique of the

diverse history of animal ethics: he thought that Western veterinary public

health could ‘piggyback’ offering both veterinary care and medicine when

‘the welfare of their cattle represents the highest priority desire among these

pastoral peoples’.145
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The opportunity to explore a philosophical one health is all but absent from

this history. Yet you can still find the influence of a philosophical egalitarianism

or other social justifications for one health in practice.146 Even so, there is an

assumption that it is beyond question that (in the history of Western ideas) there

is a long-standing ‘great divide’ between culture and nature. The argument goes

like this: the fracture occurred during The Enlightenment, a period ‘decisive in

the making of [Western] modernity’,147 and grew through a series of technolo-

gies driving significant social change in industrialized and colonial worlds. The

philosophies of this period are still held to be relevant in the critique of the

Modern period: in their simplest, unanalysed forms, they continue to come up as

‘the first’ texts critical of the world now as if it is divided. But for historical

accuracy, was a connecting theory really and entirely absent during all this?

Bruno Latour writes: ‘. . . the problem is that almost everyone has messed up the

definition of the West by taking it as its face value, taking up its own Master

Narrative about having been modern; a narrative suggesting that the West was

the place where a “scientific revolution” had occurred in such a way as to reveal

the universal necessity of nature’’.148

The narrative that saw culture indomitably divided from nature is a pragmatic

implication used to influence present social reflexivity – a kind of self-fulfilling

prophecy to which we have grown accustomed, but a view that is static and

weakly empirical. (To mention but a few, and though each would require its own

Element volume to convey nuances,) René Descartes’ (1596–1650) belief in

‘animal automatism’ is still used as the first proof of unnatural equality; but he

thought it unlikely that animals were only machines, and, in fact, did not discount

their feelings.149 Thomas Hobbes’ (1588–1679) social contract did exclude

animals ‘because not understanding our speech, they understand not, nor accept

of any translation of right . . .’,150 but this was always a fictitious social contract

that could materialize only as long as there are natural persons around.151 For

John Locke (1632–1704), ‘personhood’ [logically entailed from the colloquial

use of ‘man(kind)’] admitted of degrees so that, if animals “have any Ideas at all,

and are not bare machines (as some would have them) we cannot deny them to

have some reason”;

For were there aMonkey, or any Creature to be found, that had the use of Reason
to such a degree, as to be able to understand general Signs, and to deduce
Consequences about general Ideas, he would no doubt be subject to Law, and,
in that Sense, be aMan, howmuch soever he differ’d in Shape from others of that
Name.152

In David Hume’s (1711–1776) naturalistic psychology, animals ‘are endow’d

with thought and reason as well as men’.153 Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) argued
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‘So an understanding of man in terms of his species, as an earthy being endowed

with reason, especially deserves to be called knowledge of the world, even though

man is only one of the creatures of the world.’154

We are often told that Kant said we should avoid cruelty to animals only

because it manifests in evil, and ‘beings with wills’must perceive only the good

of their deontological obligations. But even from this logocentric view, we

might find fragments of rationality,155 and that must mean the possibility of

discovering wider-than-human agency. While Kant probably believed that non-

human animals could not have wills, he did contemplate ‘non-terrestrial rational

beings’.156

And today’s legal absurdities in animal rights can be traced back to Jeremy

Bentham (1748–1832), who challenged ‘ancient jurists’ who class animals as

‘things’: ‘The day may come, when the rest of the animal creation may acquire

those rights which could never have been withholden from them but by the hand

of tyranny.’157

John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) envisioned a universe ‘secured to all man-

kind; and not to them only, but so far as the nature of things admits, to the

whole sentient creation’.158 He would be disappointed that still the law has not

progressed.

In 1858, the most important connection between culture and nature of all

was made: that humans were primates. And so, one health history must also

wade through a time of controversies and tribulations faced by religious and

scientific societies undergoing change. The anti-vivisection movement was

growing then, too, led by religious groups, suffragettes, and literati advocating

for the worth of animal lives (and admonishing their suffering) as part of the

broad urgency for social reform. So, when Charles Darwin (1809–1882)

showed what was possible from conceptual observations of Great Apes,159

the utility of animal exploitation might have been questioned more, except

many could not comprehend humans losing their apex status or becoming

morally burdened (I wonder, is this still the case?).160 Darwin wrote: ‘He who

understands baboon would do more towards metaphysics than Locke’,161

which at least suggested that some philosophers, like the evolutionists, were

on the right track. The metaphysical doubt about humanity’s uniqueness

would eventually be vindicated by discoveries in genetic and neurological

sciences insofar as there was now scientific proof.

An interesting waypoint of the time is Friedrich Engels’ (1820–1895) critique

of the ostracization of industrialized classes to unhealthy environments as

‘social murder’.162 As more faced the challenges of urbanization and industri-

alization, having left predominantly rural and agricultural life, the animals also

went with them.
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‘For environmental historians, the rise of the environmental movement
comes at the end of a story that begins before 1900. The first protests against
pollution, the first efforts to conserve natural resources, and the first cam-
paigns to save wilderness all occurred in the late nineteenth century.’163

Of course, no one knew the environmental catastrophes that had been set in

motion with the British Industrial Revolution (1760 to 1840).164 The ‘anthro-

pozoic’ era had already started by 1883 (so-called by Antonio Stoppani,

1824–1891). Humans had for a long time been changing the land and

therefore geological processes. Eduard Suess (1831–1914) first used the

term biosphere in 1875, to refer to the surface that separates the planet

(geosphere) from the cosmic medium; this is where you could find humans

and all the other lifeforms. The noösphere (the ‘thinking’ or ‘mind sphere’)

was coined sometime between Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881–1955),

Édouard Le Roy (1870–1954), and Vladimir Vernadsky (1863–1945). The

concept referred to an inscape (the essential inner nature of a person) that

influences and affects the landscape; it was ‘coextensive’165 to the biosphere,

a build-up of ideas, visible technologies, and impacts of development.

Vernadsky noticed that in these respects, humanity was now a geological

force transforming the planet.166 He also saw the noösphere as an imperative

to develop a commonwealth of scientific knowledge, thus predating global

environmental problems and eventual international responses (which is con-

sidered in the second theme, Section 8). But for Vernadsky, anthropogenic

change could be in the interests of humanity: if we were transitioning to the

noösphere, then, teleologically speaking, perhaps we were escaping the

biosphere altogether.

And so, perhaps there is a ‘modern’ prophetic point: humans have always

been in the business of changing our environments. Perhaps not uniquely,

but more than all other creatures, we find ourselves ‘in’ different environ-

ments; we are, as a species, nothing but adaptable because we are thinking.

This undoubtedly coproduced unethical depletion of ecoservices, often

along similar socialized lines observed by Engels. It is therefore quite

natural to link one health to the ‘beginning’ of the Anthropocene Epoch.

And maybe that is why zoonotic spillovers are our problem: on the one

hand, I cannot help but think of the choices we make that contribute to

pandemic risks; but on the other hand, pandemics stem from our indelible

connections to nature. That tension suggests we cannot escape a natural

state, and we are unlikely to avoid zoonoses as long as there is nature. But

in this unfurnished (circular) idea, there is a prelude to our ethical respon-

sibility to recognize that reality, as that relates to the chances of surviving

the next pandemic.
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7.4 Beginning an Ecological Era

It is perhaps no surprise then, that the eighteenth century is where the germinal

‘one health’ starts. How that it interpreted is up to the present reader. However,

during this period, people were popularly starting to think about their rights

and the rights of others. And the fact that contemporary Enlightenment

thinkers were addressing similar issues is evidence that concern over environ-

mentalism was in the air: it is an interlocking history of humanity’s ‘. . . place

in nature and human nature’.167 There is much more that philosophers have

done to explain the ‘age-old connection’ between ‘. . . landscapes, animal

husbandry, forest, water, irrigation, about building cities, the circulation of

air, the management of disease . . .’.168

One health has a lexicon: ‘links’, ‘relationships’, ‘holistic’, ‘interconnec-

tions’, ‘globalization’, ‘multi/inter/trans/another-disciplinarity’. But that list is

also just a partial vocabulary of an idea moving forward (in a particular) social

time. One health history could but does not include any number of environmen-

tal philosophies (some are mentioned later). And so, the popular story largely

omits the tension between ‘ethical’ and ‘in practice’; it is, for example, uncrit-

ical of the dissection, drugging, and inoculations of animals. A little digging, in

far from obscure works, tells us much more about humanity’s relationship with

the universe. If the alternative is also the story of one health, then it began in

a time in which human rights were discovered, and new thinking emerged to

challenge the parochial values of medicine, economics, industry, and law.

Drawing this theme to a close, then, is not so much because it is a dead end;

there is a great deal more travel in the history of philosophy. In the one health

story, philosophers have been mostly left alone to critique the great divide from

their lofty ivory towers. Engaging with this in finite detail will reveal their

contributions to global ethical thinking.

8 Theme Two: One Health and Human Rights

Environmentalism in the United Nations (UN) is defined as theHuman Right to

a Clean, Healthy and Sustainable Environment169:

‘Human flourishing is not possible without a biodiverse, life-sustaining Earth
system. This is recognized in the United Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development
Goals.’170

So, in this theme, I assume prima facie that human rights frame international

law. My criticism is that human rights augment existing structures that bring

public health into conflict with conservation, because they are also concepts that

must differentiate human beings (all of them?) from (all) non-human animals.
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I’ll attempt to reconcile that tension (ultimately unsuccessfully) over the next

few pages. The present thematic question, therefore, is how a universal concept

of one health is for everyone, everywhere?

Recognizing that international law is a contentious area of political intrigue,

academic theorizing, and judicial revision, rights talk may have a certain famil-

iar ring but one that may not always be consistent. I am not going to provide

a comprehensive legalese definition of international law.171 Principally, my aim

in this theme is to establish the fact that the international laws concerning the

environment consist of the essential features of ‘human dignity, human rights

and fundamental freedoms’.172 Human rights belong to human beings simply

because they are human beings regardless of whether they are recognized as

legal persons in a particular jurisdiction: ‘ . . . all human rights are universal,

indivisible, interdependent and interrelated’.173 As part of the international

legal system, rights seem to be part of the furniture of the world. Again, my

purpose is not to devalue human rights – in and of themselves, the precarious

status of rights around the world attest to their importance.

My anchor point is the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).

The Declaration is said to be rooted in Western politics;174 yet there are many

sources that bridge national identity to international law, such as regional commu-

nities like the African Union’s Charter (1986), Arab Charter on Human Rights

(2004), Council of Europe (1949), and the Inter-American Commission on Human

Rights (1959). Which is to say that philosophically human rights have

a commonality: human dignity, ‘. . . the infrastructure on which the modern super-

structure of human rights is constructed’.175 In this respect, JohnBaragahare writes:

. . . Moral ideas, theories and principles, whether from Africa, West, or the
East are prima facie applicable in so far as they are proportionately and
significantly integrative in the resolution of a specific morally problematic
situation in Africa.

. . .we further need to bear in mind the liberal human rights tradition that is
already deeply entrenched in most African public institutions and deeply
internalized by Africans.176

And similarly, Eduardo Gudynas describes the features of the concept of Buen

Vivir across South America as a ‘harmonious relationship between “society”

and “nature”’.177 He adds,

‘Some Western ideas, particularly those related to critiques of Modernity,
were included in Buen Vivir. The concept of Nature’s rights, in the sense of
a recognition of intrinsic values in nonhuman beings, stemmed from
Western environmental discourses, which were then “mixed” (articulated,
fused, etc.) . . ..’178
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Amartya Sen, in 1997, asserted the universalism of human rights: ‘The case

for liberty and political rights turns ultimately on their basic importance and

on their instrumental role. This case is as strong in Asia as it is elsewhere.’179

He was making a political critique of cultural exceptionalism in a world with

porous borders, visible democratic deficits, and countries with long and

complex histories.

So it should go without saying that even a commonality of human rights

might create conflicts in one health funding, priorities, and ideologies. But

what we’re interested in are conflicts apparent between human rights and

animal welfare.180 Such dichotomies were explored in the first theme as

culture and nature; that is a remarkably similar division in respect to

a political theory of human rights and a biological rendering of the rights of

all human beings. It is hard to escape the sense that, if international law is

taken on face value, then any legal approach to one health is anthropocentric.

But legal judgements are clearly moral, too: they are ‘major issues of political

philosophy with significant ramifications for the lives of many people’;181

and, as Deryck Beyleveld and Roger Brownsword argue, morality is neces-

sarily connected to legality.182 A moral question we must answer, then, is

whether rights are really human rights? Taking this cue, then, we should ask

whether a one health approach, based in international law, can ever achieve

a natural form of interspecies justice?

8.1 Legal Approaches in International Law

George Annas argues that the UDHR ‘itself sets forth the ethics of public

health . . .’.183 According to this account, one health is already embedded in green

issues conceptualized as social justice; that, as we shall see in theme three, frames

most if not all common ethical discourse. So, arguably, organizations endorsing one

health within the UN’s auspices, are guided by (if not bound to) the core goal to

secure human rights, too. This would apply to theQuadripartite of the FAO,UNEP,

WHO, and WOAH.

This much is clear in the transformation of the UDHR into treaty form

through the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the

International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (1966): these

are rights only human beings have, and they are conditional on protecting the

environment in areas like trade, food security, and humanitarianism.184 The UN

Paris Climate Agreement (2015) explicitly acknowledges that:

‘. . . when taking action to address climate change, [Parties must] respect,
promote and consider their respective obligations on human rights, the right
to health, the rights of indigenous peoples, local communities, migrants,
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children, persons with disabilities and people in vulnerable situations and the
right to development, as well as gender equality, empowerment of women
and intergenerational equity’.

And the UN’s Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO)

Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights (2005) states:

Aware that human beings are an integral part of the biosphere, with an
important role in protecting one another and other forms of life, in particular
animals, . . .

[and] . . . to underline the importance of biodiversity and its conservation
as a common concern of humankind [Article 2(h))].

Due regard is to be given to the interconnection between human beings
and other forms of life . . . [Article 17].

But animals do not have (human) rights; that is not what due regard means.185

Even the UN Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (2022),

which is remarkable by affirming [where they are recognized] the ‘ . . . rights

of nature and rights of Mother Earth, [are] an integral part of its successful

implementation’, (p. 5) – and even namedropping the ‘One Health Approach’

(Section C(r)) – states that, ultimately,

‘The implementation of the framework should follow a human rights-based
approach, respecting, protecting, promoting and fulfilling human rights’ (p. 6).186

But there is something different: the UN’s Environment Programme’s (UNEP)

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD, 1993) (under which the Kunming

Framework was created). Here, Article 22.1 states:

‘The provisions of this Convention shall not affect the rights and obligations
of any contracting Party deriving from any existing international agreement,
except where the exercise of those rights and obligations would cause
a serious damage or threat to biological diversity’ (my emphasis).

Is this a form of interspecies law? An unusual measure, perhaps, where conser-

vation can be legitimately weighed against the public interest? That is a remote

chance: the opportunities for interspecific rights in international law are few,

especially in the contexts where animals might seek protection from humans.187

Consider the following examples:

1. The exception clause in the CBD (Article 22,) is meant to create compatibility

with older conventions subject to customary international law; few relevant

laws exist, but perhaps the International Whaling Convention (1946),

Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and

Flora (CITES) (1975), or the UN’s Convention on the Law of the Sea (1994)
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might create grounds for appeals to protect certain animals? These are far from

expressions of fundamental animal rights; and I am not aware that the CBD has

been tested in court in respect to what ‘serious damage or threat’ means to

biodiversity and where the threshold is met which would limit human rights.188

The protection of biological diversity relates to ‘Biological resources’ – these

are ‘genetic resources, organisms or parts thereof, populations, or any other

biotic component of ecosystems with actual or potential use or value for

humanity’.189 Beyond past law, the UN Agreement Under the United Nations

Convention on the Law of the Sea on the Conservation and Sustainable Use of

Marine Biological Diversity of Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction (2023),

Article 7, requires an ‘ecosystem approach’.190 But there are no rights arising

out of this otherwise transformative agreement. Instead, all that means is that

the ‘objectives of management of land, water and living resources are a matter

of societal choice. . . . [but] Ecosystems should be managed for their intrinsic

values and for the tangible or intangible benefits for humans, in a fair and

equitable way’.191 The first clause indicates a tension that we’ll return to, yet it

is abundantly clear that this new agreement creates no intrinsic animal rights.

So humanitarian collisions with nature are mostly avoided because animals are

not subjects in the same way to human law.

2. The law remains uncertain about the difference between factual and fictional

rights, and often as a consequence provides contradictions about moral

persons and legal persons.192 For example, Cheryl Macpherson suggests

that some wanted the ‘ . . . scope of the [UNESCO’s Universal Declaration

on Bioethics and Human Rights] . . . to encompass all life forms, not just

human life’, but the final draft was worded ‘vaguely enough to be interpreted

to everyone’s satisfaction’.193

There is, it turns out, little satisfaction for animals. A recent decision in the

Court of Appeals of New York in the United States confirmed what amounts to

quite entrenched reasoning, by deciding that an elephant (Elephas maximus)

called Happy, who was confined to the Bronx Zoo, had no legal rights.194 It is

hard not to see this as anything but an inevitable outcome, because the relevant

law only concerns the social, economic, and cultural rights that appeal to the

public interest. Although the Judges in the majority recognized what Happy

was – elephants have naturally social and cultural lives – the law must protect

society against the ‘enormous destabilizing impacts’ and ‘perilous implications’

of giving animals like this elephant equal status to humans.195

As far as this thematic analysis is plausible, principles like those of the

WHO’s OHHLEP are interpretable within the framework of rights, too; so

that is how we must interpret their One Health Theory of Change.196 The first

principle – ‘Equity between sectors and disciplines’ –might be used to exclude
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those that disproportionately contribute to climate change or damage ecosys-

tems through excessive extraction (see Example 4). The second principle calls

for ‘Sociopolitical andmulticultural parity (the doctrine that all people are equal

and deserve equal rights and opportunities) . . .’, except there is no reading of the

relationship between principles one and two: can we say that bad actors forfeit

their chances of equity? But then there is ‘principle three:

‘Socioecological equilibrium that seeks a harmonious balance between

human–animal–environment interaction and acknowledging the importance

of biodiversity, access to sufficient natural space and resources, and the

intrinsic value of all living things within the ecosystem.’

This might very well contradict principle two: how do we use humanitar-

ianism of human rights to come to terms with the biocentrism of valuing all

living things?

3. Persistent environmental degradation undermined many of the WHO’s

Millennium Development Goals that were supposed to be achieved by

2015.197 A weakness was ‘a symbolic, rather than systematic treatment of

the environment in the goals’,198 which suggested that ‘ . . . key aspects of the

environment must be clearly represented in the broader post-2015 agenda’.199

Arguably, all of the SDGs relate in one way or another to ‘the environment’,

but specific goals on ‘climate action’ (SDG13), ‘life below water’ (SDG14),

and ‘life above ground’ (SDG15) address unsustainable ecoservices causal to

the displacement of people. But there is a risk that many of the SDGs will not

be met by the close of 2030 either.200 The International Council for Science

concluded ‘that the [SDG] framework as a whole might not be internally

consistent – and as a result not be sustainable’.201 Viktoria Spaiser et al.

‘quantified this inconsistency and showed that economic growth fulfils socio-

economic goals while simultaneously hindering environmental goals’.202 This

tension can be a broader philosophical point: ‘ . . . achieving those [SDGs]

requires that human societies exercise self-aware self-regulation. Yet, main-

taining a self-regulating, human life–supporting planet is not the primary goal

of some dominant modes of collective human activity today’.203

4. The Quadripartite’sOne Health Joint Plan of Action (2022) calls for enhancing

‘private-sector’ engagement204 on the condition that they are ‘measurably

contributing to halting the degradation of the environment and to promoting

its conservation and restoration’.205 Certain industries are responsible for

a larger part of environmental public bads. In many instances, they have been

involved in patchy ethical behaviour under the influence of politics206 and

‘green washing’207 – from still being the sources of environmental pollution,

to leading in the capture of public goods.208 If we have reasons in principle to

exclude such groups (as part of a One Health Theory of Change), then how do
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we understand similar co-benefits, risks, trade-offs, and opportunities of ‘con-

servation that are conflictual with public health?’209

That is, if ‘Public health is a public good, wildlife is a common-pool

resource in most parts of the world, and zoonoses are a negative externality

that can stem from the wildlife trade for human consumption, compromising

public health and, in turn, economic activity.’210

One health is already vulnerable to the ideas of neoclassical economists: for

example, deep environmental philosophy (a ‘cuss word’ among economists),211

is neither ‘pragmatic’ (a seamless web in which there is coherence among

beliefs) nor ‘urgent and eminently practical’.212 Economists will tell us that

markets, after all, are self-evidently a human good, even a positive economic

determinant of health.213 But the capitalist business class’s environmental

concerns – their social capital214 – are guided by ethics likely to be self-serving

and of self-preservation (I am generalizing here; but will let the record speak for

itself). It is hard to see how the sacrosanct premise that ‘goods’215 are tradable

can contribute to a debate about nature’s inherent moral value.216

Perhaps, instead, a ‘one health economy’ is merely a subset of the natural

ecosystem which allows us to better see its socialistic flaws.217 These are reasons

for including perspectives that will lead to the end of exploitative activities, to

include incentives for ethical rewilding and ecological restoration, and to commit

to purposes that are harmonious with nature. But we must be willing to change

dogma and therefore the face of laws: compare, for instance, how a tree with legal

standing or river with rights (a ‘radical new theory or myth’ spreading around the

world),218 can be stripped of meaning as lumber or bottled water. (And to compare

that to how corporations have become protected ‘legal entities’ or personalities.)

In pointing out the limits of international law, that is not to say that there are

no opportunities: the point is to connect the thread from human rights to

theoretical indeterminateness about legal status, biological resources, and the

flow of goods between social-ecological systems.

If one health ethics is about challenging unfairness and resisting unreasonable

capture of ecoservices, it could do better by resisting the ‘ . . . triumph of

capitalism –which had closed any debate about the type of society and economic

system we might want and refocused the debate on how to manage the only

system we have’.219 International law is deeply connected to ecosystem health220

and human well-being,221 but it also linked to the problems of environmental

capture and corruption. My remedy in this respect is simple: we need to be clear

about the cards we have (and critical of why and how they were dealt), and to

question what we want the common or public good to mean, and, if necessary,

with the aid of philosophical enquiry.
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8.2 A New Rights Organization

John Rawls writes, ‘Justice is the first virtue of social institutions, as truth is of

systems of thought. A theory however elegant and economical must be rejected

or revised if it is untrue; likewise, laws and institutions no matter how efficient

and well-arranged must be reformed or abolished if they are unjust.’222

Rawls’ ‘decent system of social cooperation’ entails that animals are not entitled

to justice – only compassion – because they are, in the traditional Kantian sense,

neithermoral nor legal persons. Bruno Latour also contends that ‘ . . . the parliament

in which a common world could be assembled has got to be constructed from

scratch’.223 For Latour, the global identity of climate change can only bemade sense

of as a ‘cosmopolitics’ – the plurality of the common world must be harmonious.

What might that governance look like? Well, he imagines a potentially new

‘political ecology’ – ‘What term other than ecology would allow us to welcome

nonhumans into politics?’ –224 and a ‘Parliament of Things’ representing the

interests of humans, non-human organisms, systems, and objects:225 ‘[citing

Amita Baviskar] What counts is not if you are religious or secular, but if you

manage to protect humans from being definedwithout the cosmos that provide their

life support, and nature from being understood without humans that have collabor-

ated with non-humans for eons.’226

If I may be permitted, I can make this into a practical argument. Imagine an

insect. This insect is a member of a species that has been responsible for

millions of human deaths; and its only discernible purpose is to spread

illnesses to and between humans. We cannot hold this insect personally

responsible, as it has no rights and neither does the plasmodium it harbours.

(Though Latour might say that both have agency – they are visible, thinkable,

representable – a mix or hybrid of culture and nature). We can spray

a pesticide that kills the insect or severely depletes its population; other

genetic technologies could wipe out the species.227 In this imaginary case, if

the extirpation of the vector is plausible, then we can likely shrink the burden

of disease for impacted communities: the act, it seems, is demanded by public

health. But let us also say that the pesticide indiscriminately kills all insects

(or transposons allow the gene modifications to spread between species).

From an ecological perspective, this becomes a disaster: insects are pollin-

ators and food for other animals. As a result of human action, flowers cannot

reproduce, and animals are poisoned by the pesticide leaching into ground

water. Eventually, the pesticide will build up in rivers and lakes and will affect

human health. That final social harm stemmed from a tiny insect with (only in

our minds) a remote connection to us. Can we connect the life of such an insect

to human rights?

35One Health Environmentalism

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
27

10
97

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009271097


Of course, this methodological analysis is not imaginary. It might be true that

no one would particularly miss the mosquito, except perhaps for the western

mosquitofish (Gambusia affinis). But in 1962, Rachel Carson published Silent

Spring, calling attention to the environmental effects of indiscriminate use of

the pesticide dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT).228 She acknowledged

that, on the one hand, the burden of community malaria justifies effective insect

vector control (which involves several evidence-based approaches such as

antimalarial medication, insecticide-treated nets, and indoor residual spraying).

But, on the other hand, DDT is not only indiscriminate, but is also a carcinogen,

and its metabolites are persistent in the environment and a long-term source of

exposure. It is now also acknowledged that DDT is toxic to wildlife. Is there

a balance? As a result of DDT being banned in some places in the 1970s, critics

drew a direct line from Silent Spring to the failure to eradicate malaria in

developing countries. In fact, Carson’s narrative was not ignorant to the blight

of mosquitoes on communities, and she advocated for responsible use of

technologies to avoid long-term human health problems (which would include

environmental protection).

One health might take practical inspiration from Silent Spring but for the

persistent question of what ethically counts. Now we seem to be covering the

same ground again: bees (clade Anthophila) are vulnerable to neonicoti-

noids, and these insecticides are banned in some places, but their use is

controversial and dynamic due to political indecision and industry influence.

Bee species are essential pollinators around the world and are in sharp

decline everywhere due to cumulative stressors.229 They face many factors

causing their populations to collapse, to the extent that it is beyond reason-

able doubt that without an environmental response of some kind, the bees’

downfall will also be ours.230

This has a cascading effect that eventually activates public health responses;

bees are dying around the world, effecting industrial and local farmers. There is

no simple solution: agrochemicals are a powerful lobby group, and the SDGs

potentially require intensive chemical farming that is economically defensible.

Approaches to bee health (especially honeybees, Apis mellifera) include anti-

biotic use – which potentially adds to the global crisis in antimicrobial resist-

ance. Antibacterial overuse is often interpreted differently as a clinical,

veterinary, and agricultural problem (but they are indelibly linked). And now

bee health is also a bioethical issue: gene editing is being considered to create

enhanced ‘Frankenbees’.231 Once the mosquito is poisoned or engineered out of

existence, we might go further . . . (or make a mistake).232 And if we just make

such choices referring to public health as the public interest, then someone

might think it is a much safer world with no bats (so no COVID). Or no nature.
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And so, we are back at the narrative of An(other) Environmental Crisis from

the start of this Element: does one health ethics reveal all the key players’ ethics,

ideologies, and politics? A microbiologist (or biologist, conservationist, ecolo-

gist, entomologist, ethologist, zoologist, etc.) might tell you their interests

signify a ‘. . . focus on the interlinking of human and animal realms (and indeed

the realms of microorganisms, insects and so forth) . . . quite distinct from an

approach that sees contact with animals as a set of interactions that primarily

create risk to humans’.233

Where are the human rights? Perhaps they are only part of one health: an

awareness of a human noöspheric zeitgeist allows us to go beyond comparative

medicine and veterinary presence, towards environmentalism – a version of

justice that registers impacts beyond the carefully crafted public health norms

made by the supposedly conflict-free groups at the tables of the WHO and UN.

But a science of the biosphere tells us much more; and if the great task ahead

suggests this positive legal theme is a dead end, that certainly does not mean that

awareness of one health has no role on the international level. Urgency (and

realpolitik) perhaps requires us to turn a blind eye to too-complex interests

when in global courts, and we commit to a priority for ‘social welfare’; a worthy

ambition no doubt, but one that excludes nature for the sake of a risky techno-

logical ‘revolution’. We should at least keep a close eye on how such arguments

are used to obscure other possible goals, and injure the natural and ‘social

environment’.234

9 Theme Three: One Health Ethics

I started this Element in New York, where a group of experts met under a banner

of one health to unify conservation and global health. We tracked that story in

theme one, towards a fully fledged definition of one health that implied a version

of biocentrism. In theme two, I suggested that a ‘new’ forum for one health would

be necessary because the scope of international law does not recognise animal

rights. So far, then, the assumption persists that one health is public health. And

that in-and-of-itself tells us who one health is for. But it is important that we avoid

positivism in this regard: it is not enough just to say that human rights exist in

international law so that’s how we must frame one health. I have taken these first

two themes as far as I can here. In the third theme, I ask, does bioethics take us

further in our analysis of whom is a theory of one health for?

Instead of trying to extend human rights (as the saying goes, it is rather like

‘squeezing blood from a turnip’), we could revisit first principles – ‘rights talk’

extends to our non-human companions, and it has consequences visible in the

soil and air that impact on beings we have never met (or perhaps cannot know),
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living far from the places decisions are made, and likely to suffer after our

agreements are concluded. In a few words, one health is a theory of ecological

environmentalism – it is uniquely a theory of interspecific justice, a ‘one-ness’

of health between the species. So I explore this idea next: one health does not

just describe environments – these were already visible through the anthropo-

centric lens of public health – but connects our mutual moral well-being to

nature.

9.1 Philosophy

Steven Jay Gould might have said that I am claiming that one health has an

‘essence’. There is a test to pass: the ‘conclusions are the consequence, not the

essence . . . Avoidance of nuclear war is fundamentally an ethical and political

imperative, but we must know the factual consequences to make firm

judgments’.235 Does one health have an ethical imperative? My answer would

be something like: ‘Environmentalism is ethically more than preventing an

unsightly vista or cleaning up a rotten environment; environmental protection

should not be seen as an inconvenience or an economic cost: nature’s collapse is

the end of humanity. And so, we know more than the consequences.’

But, when we get down to the weeds, that means there are going to be

complex obligations (or duties), for example, ‘ . . . to preserve antimicrobial

efficacy and ensure sustainable and equitable access to antimicrobials for

responsible and prudent use in human, animal and plant health’; or to

‘Protect and restore biodiversity, prevent the degradation of ecosystems and

the wider environment to jointly support the health of people, animals, plants

and ecosystems, underpinning sustainable development’ (my emphasis).236

‘Sustainable’, ‘equitable’, and ‘jointly’ are ethically weighty concepts (just

like dignity, upon which human rights cling to), so do these right actions really

extend to animals? Will animals have prudent access to medications? And will

burdens be placed on human communities as a result?

These obligations come in many forms. In theme one, we saw how nature was

always a philosophical puzzle outside of the mainstream one health narrative

(and it has been disappointing that little has been made of this). These connec-

tions have been an important anchor in environmental philosophy. For example:

Albert Schweitzer (1875–1965) called them Reverence for Life.237 Aldo

Leopold (1887–1948) thought that an organism’s well-being was ‘a matter

of biotic right’: a ‘thing is right’, he wrote, ‘when it tends to preserve the

integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it

tends otherwise’.238 Arne Naess (1912–2009) argued for Biospherical

Egalitarianism.239 Mary Anne Warren (1946–2010) believed that animal rights
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and environmentalism are different but complementary matters: animals also

stand to benefit or suffer from human actions.240 Paul W. Taylor (1923–2015)

split human rights from Respect for Nature.241 Tom Regan (1938–2017)

thought all animals were Subjects of a Life.242 Mary Midgley (1919–2018)

said there was a mixed community: ‘We are not just rather like animals; we are

animals’.243 And Holmes Rolston III (1932–) penned: ‘Remove eagles from the

sky and we will suffer a spiritual loss’.244 I am not going to take any of these

theories further, because we know that practically speaking, there will be many

more ideas (and interests) that appeal to each of us; in the end, together we

simply do not know how to treat animals.

We know we are heading towards environmental catastrophe, as any245

environmental scientist will tell you; and wherever we end up, even if we

have to flee this rock, the choices will tell a story of the indelible essence of

human survival (history) and prosperity (economics) and nature’s resilience

(conservation), our grasp on justice (ethics) and acts of exploitation (social

sciences), our responsibility and guilt (philosophy), or perhaps, our ultimate

demise (the end?). Thus, disciplines that once focussed on understanding

discrete systems are now about understanding change in ecological-social

systems and reasons to safeguard wildlife and habitats. One health is as much

about the normativity of ‘our’ rights and duties towards those we share the

planet with, questioning the self-serving ‘wisdom’ of economies, and ultimately

reacting to (un)fair environmental policies.

So philosophers on a global stage must be part of the answer. In cannon, little

has been said about the practical circumstances of a human world connected to

nature. Even less has been done in respect to the questions philosophers have

grappled with for eons: what is essential about who ‘we’ are and what we are

related to; these natural questions need interdisciplinary study. (And if these

questions seem rather abstract, they have in fact been addressed many times to

understand public health.) The environmental movements of the mid-twentieth

century were a response to human influence as a dominant (but not always

welcome) force in the known universe. As we gained a scientific understanding

of whole systems – a science of the biosphere – conservationists, ecologists, and

environmentalists started to talk about the causes, trajectories, and impacts of

social change. In the Anthropocene, it was said, ‘moral choices will be

essential’.246 That speaks to human efforts to improve the environment rather

than merely accepting to live with it, and perhaps that ship has sailed anyway,

because to do nothing now would be to absolve our responsibility. But we can

question the poor choices made so far, especially those intended to capitalize

nature by exploitation, capture, and consumption.
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9.2 Frames of Ethics

The lack of theoreticalwork in one health cannon has not been cost neutral. Pursuing

multiple ‘one health’ approaches in an uncoordinated fashion – a cynical criticism

of environmentalism, but perhaps one with elements of truth247 – creates fallacious

duties and unanticipated consequences. Disagreements about the environment have

become relative problems: ‘Economic policymakers have concentrated on growth,

developmentalists on the distribution of the benefits of growth, and conservationists

on the costs and consequences of growth for nature and the environment.’248 One

health has advocates who ‘ . . . constantly seek to secure their own resources,

establish their legitimacy, deploy technical scientific and technological experts

and craft global responses and norms’.249 As a result, there are concerns that the

movement is becoming ‘splintered’, as key groups are ‘ . . . competing for attention

and funding for their programmatic priorities’.250 ‘Dominant sectors and stake-

holders, typically from the human and public health community, can affect the One

Health agenda and direct resources and political andfinancial attention to issues they

perceive to be a priority.’251

The predictable dynamics between funding and policy tend to reach an

uneasy equilibrium; they claim one health ‘speaks’ to their values despite

having potentially discrete intentions.

Fractures appear in academia – a group responsible for authenticating the

progress of one health – as some look to the edges of their own subjects for

ethical inspiration; but here they cannot always find qualitative evidence to

support the imaginative and possible futures they envisage. Voices are being

excluded; some of these we might not want to hear because they are ‘harmfully

formed groups’,252 but, in all but the most extreme cases, there are few objective

criteria to justify their ostracization (in one example, ‘so-called experts’ only

speak to a narrow agenda that ultimately serves populist strategies). Sparring

between disparate groups increases noise and contradictions, and allows

destructive opinions to control the political debate.

The environmental debate needs help. Philosophers could oblige, but they are

rarely seen in public supporting the one health movement. Perhaps there is

a suspicion that one health ethics might not stand apart from other concepts,253

or that such efforts are unnecessary (the benefits of one health are self-evident),

or that the demand for logical rigour may undermine practice.254 Philosophy

can start with the definitions: we get practically nowhere if one health ‘could

mean whatever people want [it] to’.255 Responses like these create ‘catchy and

appropriate’ slogans;256 meanings are lost or become blurry. And if one health is

not meant to be defined, then we merely hitch the horses to an uncritical

ideology. The one health approach becomes nothing new; we are stuck in
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a circle of assumptions about impossible outcomes; and, as a perspective policy

framework, one health lacks guts. The causes for concern (and disappointment

in the progress of the approach) become a demand for ‘more *insert discipline

here* work is needed’ but it is rarely done.

Until then, the movement borrows from existing health principles: ‘Public

health ethics sees the health of population groups and communities as central to

public policies that mediate individual and collective actions by promoting

conditions that sustain human flourishing. Public health ethics arguments can

support and justify the types of sustainable collective action on which the

success of a One Health approach depends.’257

Yet the field ends up as divided as the two faces of modern bioethics.258

Bioethics has a distinct origin. Fritz Jahr argued ‘Bio-ethiks’was a ‘Categorical

Imperative’ (an a posteriori or imperfect duty) to ‘Regard every living being in

principle as an end in itself and treat it accordingly as far as possible’; his

‘approach was to bridge the gap between ethics and science . . . [and] blurred the

boundaries between human and animal suffering’.259 Van Rensselaer Potter’s

‘Global Bioethics’was inspired by the Leopold’s Land Ethic, ‘a long-term view

that is concerned with what we must do to preserve the ecosystem in a form that

is compatible with the continued existence of the human species’.260 But

medical ethics as it had become had little time for such ideas – it was absurd

to say that all animals are equal,261 or our interests lie with buzzing insects,262

for þæm þe ‘Ye are of more value than many sparrows’.263 Even ‘A summum

boium of preserving trees has no place in an ethic of social justice.’264

One health ethics is therefore a necessary enquiry to prevent the emergent

field from compounding such contradicting values. We already find seeming

irreconcilable dichotomies; to the great divide, we can now add local/global and

private/public. There should be a sense in which, for one health, ethical plural-

ism is not just pragmatic; the risks of irreparable disagreement are too high to

allow ‘professional discretion’ or ‘scientific controversy’ to decide matters. In

the final analysis, different practices of culling, vaccination, or other response to

zoonoses, are (un)professional, (un)scientific, or (un)ethical according to the

formation of certain professional, practical, and normative views.

9.3 Two Kinds of Environmentalism

The metaphor of ethical frames is meant to help us see all the possible subjects,

views, and interpretations of a topic. But if we are choosing a frame, there are

many shades, technicalities, and discrepancies between them, and we need to

decide which to hang on the parliament’s walls and in judicial chambers. It

should be clear by now that in one health, we can imagine two kinds of
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environmentalisms resting on two kinds of theoretical assumptions; the prob-

lem, as we shall see, is how a reasonable environmentalist can make sense of

these seemingly conflicting ‘framework’ ideologies.

Social environmentalismmight have other names, such as population health or

environmental public health. There are three factors: it concerns the conditions of

health that are more often beyond the reach of individuals acting alone; health is

influenced by the actions of others; and health is impacted by economic, legal,

political, and social influences called the determinants of health. These determin-

ants are causes of morbidity and mortality in populations and are key drivers of

environmental harms; these include population stratifications along many

axes,265 such that the ‘[c]ritical needs of [persons] today, in addition to the

combatting of his diseases and for enough food, [includes] adequate environmen-

tal quality, and a society in which humane values prevail’.266

Likewise, economic and legal determinants of health follow an experiential

gradient with respect to the conditions under which persons are born, grow, live,

work, and age. Environmentalism therefore concerns green issues that define ‘ . . .

a set of cultural and political responses to a crisis in humans’ relationships with

their surroundings’,267 and directly relates to concepts of community and kinship,

and the bonds they have between generations.268 As a result, one health focusses

on inequality between groups, to develop a broad range of perspectives about

‘who benefits’ (e.g., from a green economy) and ‘who bears the burdens’ (e.g., of

pollution). Ultimately, the ‘ . . . population the [public health] approach speaks to

includes all born, living human beingswithin the jurisdiction of a Liberal State . . .

and denies a special normative protection to potential members that some theor-

ists would include’ [citing Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation].269

As Baird Callicott writes, even Darwin thought the ‘boundaries of the moral

community [were] coextensive with the boundaries of the perceived social

community. And sentient beings, so far as Darwin knew, did not form

a community with man [sic]’.270 Applying social justice as a frame, therefore,

might include ‘everyone who should be “in”’,271 and that in and of itself is

discerning of the ‘human good’ of an ecosystem.272 It appeals to those with an

anthropocentric view.

But some cultures place humans and animals in the same communities.273

Such ecological environmentalism is a constellation of views, that, among other

things, confronts the anthropocentric’s claim that nature’s value is contingent on

human interests, and suggests that view might even put the environment – and

therefore humans – at risk. Ecological justice reflects on the conditions for

conserving sustainable resources that such communities need to flourish.

Therefore, it is not enough to call something ‘one health’ just because it

concerns ‘the environment’. Public health involves ‘the environment’ as a space
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for social justice. For example, the scourge of tobacco-related illness also

relates to the environmental determinants of health, such as passive exposure

and the regulation of tobacco farming. One health, however, has connotations to

ecological justice – the destruction of wilderness to make way for tobacco

cultivation requires a lens to reconcile conservation (the interests of threatened

animals and environments), health (the impact of extensive regional burning to

clear land), and economic growth (the privatization of natural resources). But

I also think wemust be careful not to see these environmentalisms in opposition.

The social environmentalist might justify excluding animals from moral con-

siderations under public health: animals are at worst vectors, hosts, and reser-

voirs; they are vermin and expendable. They might see companionship and

other connections to animals as subjectively believable, but violations of human

rights are tangible. Conversely, ecological justice is compatible with public

health because it does not exclude human beings. To make progress, we must

move on from a narrative that one health is just public health, towards

a contemporary theory to explain both as existing in the same coextensive space.

9.4 Procedural Ethics

This Element is not the last word on such a space. The point is not to find

a finished thing: a United Nations-like institution with a fully formed social

history and moral purpose (that was explored in theme two). I use coextensive

in an informal sense. That word was used to superimpose the noösphere upon the

biosphere. Similarly, as ethical predicates, one health and public health are close-

knit and threaded together in a complex tapestry; they are occupying the same

space and time but cannot be reduced to each other. I emphasize a space – which

can be a conceptual argument, or an actual place – because being present and

engaged in debate allows knowledge to emerge from where we find ourselves;

how we disentangle the ideas in these places is a considerable challenge.

Environmentalists are part of much larger polycentric, or cultural ecosystems:

these are the structural and normative institutions we create to make political

decisions as ‘experts’, ‘government’, and ‘publics’.274 It is where wemingle with

one another in institutions of law and economics, and seek representation from

government, and the support from NGOs. Despite inevitable conflicts, there is

a strong affinity to ‘perfect’ social-economic networks and solutions in the special

circumstances or ‘dramas’ that communities face.275 In philosophy, too, there is

a vast literature to solve the problems of engagement between centres in pluralis-

tic societies. A basic premise is that democracies create frameworks for debating

‘ethics’ as long as ethical participation is guaranteed. After that, debates are

governed by the cocreation of clusters of norms,276 or rules arising from
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likeminded values.Wemight then critically judge the quality of debate using fully

formed concepts such as Jürgen Habermas’ communities of ‘Ideal Speech’: one

of his vital contributions is that choices made under ideal conditions are ‘true’.277

But that must be questionable: what this doesn’t tell us about are the implied

normative foundations existing prior to debate. For example, we might find that

‘dignity’ is in the fabric of communities of human rights, and so that a deliberative

framework that is ‘undignified’would always be unethical. Procedural ethics, for

instance, defines engagement (or deliberative ethics) as ostensibly ethical only in

jurisdictions wedded to civil and political rights; if such rights were merely

subjective, then fair debate would be impossible.278 In fact, practical discourse

of any kind logically presupposes commitment to a moral form that includes no

net costs to participation. But the fact that foundational premises are often left out

often overburdens ideal speech to do all the ethical work. Consider this sequence:

‘Whether the blue whale survives should not have to depend on what humans
know or what they see on television. Human interests and preferences are far
too parochial to provide a satisfactory basis for deciding on what is environ-
mentally desirable.’279

It is ‘extraordinary difficult to produce a “public” concerned with eco-
logical problems because of the enormous complexity, the long distance
between causes and consequences, the lag time, the rupture in scale, and
the erasure of national and administrative boundaries’.280

The causes of climate change are ‘controversial’, despite ‘greater than
99% consensus’ in the peer-reviewed scientific literature that it is
anthropogenic.281 The evidence suggests that climate change increases the
risks of pandemics.

‘After much discussion, debate, and research, the Oxford Dictionaries
Word of the Year 2016 is “post-truth”’—an adjective defined as ‘relating to or
denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping
public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.’

These conditions illustrate significant problems for framework approaches;

neither ‘side’ emerges from an entirely unbiased culture base (and we might

think that each is a ‘check and balance’ on the other).282 Each ideology (or their

causes) will bait the other to antagonise science/experts, publics/communities,

private/industry, and policy/political. Each contains many unspoken ‘ethical’

concepts, too, that will pull at every facet of democratic decision making. (This

is the problem, for example, of rightfully excluding ‘harmfully informed

groups’, mentioned in Section 9.2, without first defining exactly what is harmful

about their ideology.) In the end, everyone speaks to different ideas of inclusion,

debatable topics, and ethical solutions, which form the clusters of fair-ish

procedures, just (about) laws, socially engaged participants, and outcomes

finely balanced on good faith.
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I am sceptical that in all these views there is always ‘common-sense’,283 or at

least, a commonality that emerges from the platitudes of engagement. For every

opponent of animal research or vivisection, there is a view lambasting the refusal

‘to recognise the moral difference between species’;284 assuring us of the ‘ . . . true

dependence – far greater than publicly understood – of continuingmedical progress

upon animal observations and experiments’;285 and that ‘Given a little time, the

petishist millions might, perhaps, take a good look at their beloved ‘familiars’ and

admit that the evolutionary gap between them and us is too wide to bridge and that

instead of trying to narrow it, they should attempt to make it wider.’286

I’ll end this section with some observations to keep my case onside (although

I believe too little is made of the facts just stated in explaining the fallibility of

community engagement). The ideal situation Habermas describes, like for Rawls,

is inconsequential for animals. Non-human interests are mentally unknowable,287

and generally ‘we’ cannot ‘speak to’ or ‘for’ the interests of nature because nature

lacks a formal theory of citizenship.288 Although we sometimes use stewardship

models to represent animal or natural interests, in specific instances these are

conflictual between different human lifeworlds of ‘folk, agrarian, and industrian’.

So, even if we see representation as a common environmental project, ideas will

sometimes conflict between ‘best’ and ‘public’ interests. Given such plurality,

ethical progress might only be made by holding government to account, challen-

ging influential corporations, and transforming traditional laws to deal with the

now. So the other parts of procedural ethics are the conditions for community

leaders, politicians, and judges to use their legal and political ‘Hohfeldian inci-

dents’, after Wesley Hohfeld, of privileges and powers to make decisions accord-

ing to, and ultimately shape, the public interest. These intractable social conflicts

are relatively under-analysed in the one health literature,289 especially at the level

of the theorists’motives to solve public disputes290 andfind the ‘common good’.291

As such, it is not clear how to apply political concepts like ‘the public interests’ to

natural or interspecific interests. Recalling that no framework can absolve any

rights, the stage is set, therefore, for an ethical debate about animal rights.

9.5 Rights in Nature

Bernard Williams wrote:

A central idea in the supposed human prejudice is that there are certain
respects in which creatures are treated in one way rather than another simply
because they belong to a certain category, the human species. We do not, at
this basic initial level, need to know any more about them. Told that there are
human beings trapped in a burning building, on the strength of that fact alone
we mobilise as many resources as we can to rescue them.292
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The world is burning.293 Anthropogenic climate change is devastating human

communities and environments where animals live. Viruses find these ideal

conditions to shatter families and social networks, and meanwhile, an eco-

logical bird flu is ravaging avian populations and will likely spread to ours.

Who should be rescued? To be clear, I am not asking whether there are only

some humans, or any particular human, who should be saved; remember, one

health is not an alternative to public health. The question, therefore, is asked in

the abstract.

Perhaps we can start with an idea that individual animals or species are not

necessary (particularly those that spread disease).294 If this was the case, then

we might simply agree with Williams.

But is that always the case? Firstly, is humanity sustainable without nature?

Perhaps we can only imagine nature’s end by leaving this world for another

planet, but we already know how nature-less places affect us: ‘disconnection

from nature may have a real and profound impact on our overall well-being’295

There are the psychological benefits of contact with nature; its absence causes

separation anxieties, for example, in Artic bases and space simulation experi-

ments, and cases of ‘nature deficit disorder’ (which some experienced during

the COVID-19 lockdowns). Can we imagine this as a permanent state? Living

in cities without access to open and public spaces is systemically unhealthy,296

which undermines our political and social well-being, too.297 The reason for

saving valuable abstracted natural categories, such as those contained in the

UN’s Svalbard Global Seed Vault, is that we risk losing vital parts of natural

systems, or might use them up, and even miss them when they are gone. But

even if we can adapt to potentially calamitous decisions, aren’t reincarnated,

copied, or surrogate plastic trees and animal animations merely an aesthetic

semblance of value? In that future place, there are perhaps fewer opportunities

for moral development.298

Secondly, underlying this future are the real crimes such as ecocide – defined

by a biocentric interpretation of widespread damage suffered by entire environ-

ments and species.299 Ironically, the crime is linked to those maximizing their

investments to hasten abandonment of a dying world. Even if we get the

opportunity to start again in a new place, that opportunity will be for the few,

and those survivors are just as likely to take the ideologies (the inescapable

noösphere) into their sovereign biodomes.

And so, to Williams’ claim, we can say that if there are rights in nature, these

cannot be guarded just by assuming our unique nature. The non-human dwell-

ers of this planet could have moral considerability, too. And so, consequently,

there is, I think, no way yet to tell what one health is: we do need to know more.
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9.6 Equal Rights, Animal Rights

To answer this one health puzzle, we need to knowmore about animals. There is

recognition of non-human rights in some jurisdictions, but fundamentally, the

idea of law still divides persons and sorts-of-things:300 it separates human

animals (legal persons) from non-human animals, yet in terms of rights and

animal welfare, such a species-restricted definition can be read as ‘utilitarianism

for animals and Kantianism for humans’.301 But one health relates to an

anthrozoology or ‘Zoopology’302 that plausibly includes exactly the same

qualities of humans and non-humans.303 We need not touch the legal theory

that ‘ . . . so far as the exercise of legal rights is concerned, a person must have

a will’, but we may reignite the long-standing interest in, ‘The Law of modern

civilized societies does not recognize animals as the subjects of legal rights. . . .

It is quite conceivable, however, that there may have been, or, indeed, may still

be, systems of Law in which animals have legal rights, – for instance, cats in

ancient Egypt, or white elephants in Siam.’304

And so, the only conceivable way to escape bottomless relativity is to address

the problematic dichotomies as the ‘dialectic structure of reasoning’:305 a method

to test bioethical ideas before committing to the real political and social places

where choices are made.

As such, we cannot lazily conform to the anthropogenic rights of theme two.

So, as Martha Nussbaum argues, we must go further (in animal ethics) using

analogical and deductive reasoning thus realizing that Judges must listen to

logical argumentation.306 I agree on the motivation. In Nussbaum’s terms, the

law is a moral obligation to protect and support the necessary preconditions of

all life; these conditions are at once specific, transient, and changeable.

Nussbaum starts with the human capabilities that we all have, but then she

says that animals (could) have many capabilities in common with us. So,

although animals cannot ‘tell’ us their moral interests, we know something

fundamental about their rights. From a right to place emerges an understanding

of the circumstances in which beings can or cannot live, the quality of the

climate, opportunities in that place such as land use, and access to fundamental

goods such as water and fresh air. She argues that therefore animals – including

humans – have rights to be where they are.307 That is also, in principle, sound,

insofar as it is a moral, rather than whimsical statement; the latter is indicative of

aspirational rendering of international law, but the limits of that belief should be

self-evident given the atrocities that awoke human rights in the first place.

But the New York majority’s judgement about Happy was not swayed by

Nussbaum’s Amicus Brief, imploring the elephant’s transfer from the zoological

park to a sanctuary (see Section 8.1).308 Capabilities do differ between animals
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(and between individuals of the same species), so we are now talking about the

relative ethical weight which leads us onto the tricky ground of ‘exotic

capabilities’.309 For the Judges, the unique quality of ‘human dignity’ sets us

apart from nature. So, while Nussbaum rightly says one’s changeable nature and

place influences one’s capabilities, it is a person’s rights that puts them in ‘a

place’ of absolute security.

If we can reasonably claim there are moral rights, then these exist prior to any

legal, political, or social recognition.310 Now, rights presuppose the principle of

equality: the moral requirement to respect another’s intrinsic worth, as ‘ . . .

every other being of this kind [has value] and value[s] himself on a footing of

equality with them’.311 Kant is often held to have ‘humanized’ rights (the homo

phenomenon), but strictly, rights are held by all rational beings (the homo

noumenon) or ‘beings with wills’: ‘This holds even if he cannot yet say ‘I’;

for he still has it in mind. So, any language must think ‘I’ when it speaks in the

first person, even if it has no special word to express it. For this power (the

ability to think) is understanding.’312

This dialectical approach, based on an internal perspective – here, narrated in

summary form,313 and only meant to provide a scaffold for the third theme of

this Element – has an important inference that might prove to be a cornerstone

of one health: rights are discovered rather than invented. Unlike the previous

two themes, this methodology allows us space to empirically find out if other

animals also have rights and to do something about it, without relying on certain

kinds of socialized perspectives that suggest there is nothing to be discovered.

Over the next few pages, this theme will be developed that links a history of

rights, the institutions of rights, and the bioethics of rights. If I succeed in my

aim, it will be clear that only the latter can provide an anchor for one health

practice.

First, then,

‘I know . . . ’ (and every rational personmust know this) ‘ . . . I have rights’.314

Second, ‘equality’ means that certain resources – generic goods – are indis-
pensable to ‘my’ well-being, and that are necessary and contextual to other
agents. Importantly, this is not the subjective claim that we are all born with
and have the same abilities, but that we all have objective claims or rights
against destitution, poverty, and frustration. Thus, rights are valid claims to
the goods necessary for freedom and well-being: without them, our lives are
impoverished by fewer choices and opportunities available; and to make
someone worse off in these respects is to treat them without dignity. So, if
persons are equal in that fashion, then that fulfils the principle of universality:
everyone who is a person has rights. And the person ‘I am’, like all other
persons, ‘ . . . ought to do what they logically must accept that they ought to
do’.315
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So, fourthly, in the classical understanding of negative rights – claims to non-

interference – and socialized positive rights, establish in essence a ‘community

of rights’: an egalitarian place that in and of itself justifies social and welfare

opportunities.316 Finally, I now know, from my conative standpoint, that no

person ought to live in contexts that, in one health cannon, are called unhealthy

environments.

Thus, it behoves us to take seriously the evidence for the rights that another

being may have, otherwise we risk excluding them from the community we

profess to have self-evident value. For my purpose, it is enough to know that

this method is not anthropogenic, as it only depends on the inferences from a first-

person perspective: if you could ask a chimpanzee (as plausibly a thinking being),

theymight say, too, that they have no desire to live in squalor. But empirically, it is

perhaps enough to observe contexts – based on neurological facts implicit in the

dialectical method – to understand their plight as a determinant of health.317

If (some) animals have rights, then there is a prima facie case that the unique

contribution of one health ethics is that it is no longer optional to include non-

anthropogenic environmental views. In another regard, Roger Brownsword

writes: ‘We can argue about the details of this context (or commons) but it

will include elements pertaining to our wellbeing (clean air and water, food,

environmental integrity, and the like) and our freedom (security, an absence of

fear and intimidation, and so on).’318

I merely add that the commons is interspecific. Moreover, in the commons,

then, there is an inherent solution to the problems of procedural ethics,319

because there is a space to ask questions of place and community without

risking anyone’s rights.320 Rights already justify procedural ethics (how people

make laws), on the premise that, even if we cannot possibly hope to agree on

substantive issues, we must, morally at least, agree that everyone ‘in’ has

rights.321 The answers may be evaluatively complex, but need not become

circular, because morality, rights, and law have a linear relationship; we can –

must – re-evaluate history or change laws, if either do not make sense.322

Now, I am going to mention animal rights once more, in respect to the

possibility that ‘ . . . animals have rights, that is, entitlements based on justice

to decently flourishing lives’.323 Our view of rights must ultimately be shaped

by awareness of a world that we share with an estimated 8.7 million different

species.324 A tree’s biological requirement for rain and ground water is, in many

ways, the same as that for a human’s basic need for potable water: that connec-

tion can also be understood through public bads of pollution or anthropogenic

drought. Perhaps nature is also a universal good – these goods are similar the

‘ecological services’ on which all life depends: the land and water are ultimately

an ecological determinant of health.325 Yet such contemplation is obscured in
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one health cannon and that creates further barriers to realization in enlightened

laws and economies.

A tree and a human are not the samemorally, although that does not mean that

trees have no worth, according to ideas like animism (Latin: anima meaning

‘breath, spirit, life’), the ‘rights of nature’, or of ‘Mother Nature’. Water is

different for aquatic life; here we perceive such extraordinary connection such

as that of the blue whale’s (Balaenoptera musculus) specialist consumption of

krill (order Euphausiacea), but also the harms that befall this great leviathan as

it filters polluted seas and encounters hunters and shipping lanes. There is

a stronger case and chance of legal consistency that the blue whale has moral

status, which, I think, speaks largely to the progress made in international

law.326 But we also know that much more needs to be done to protect the

Cetacea of the seas (as explored in theme two). Their case in international law is

not settled. That is because species mean different things: for example, humans,

parrots (order Psittaciformes), and flying insects, experience spatial freedom,

but how each takes up that space affects the other in profoundly different ways

due to the properties of hierarchical entities across boundaries, scale, integra-

tion, and continuity. These are biological categories, but they are also philo-

sophical relationships – John Locke thought that a talking parrot might be

a person;327 and ethical: birds are threatened by the same flu virus that could

wipe out humanity. Over the coming years, we will learn more about the

comparative similarities of humans to parrots, gorillas, and blue whales, but

this time without invasive dissection. That evidence might inform enlightened

policies for insect control and animal vaccination, but that is not all: it will tell

us how the bees’ intrinsic worth requires protecting them against public bads;

and perhaps that worth is more than that of a mosquito. But the point is we have

much to learn; and if we rescue nature through reasonable policies, we protect

humans, too.

9.7 Reasonable Environmentalism

A connection to nature is often talked about at the fragile frontier of rural

communities and traditional knowledge; but it can be found in the environment

surrounding everyone and in every community. From the bat-harbouring trees

of Méliandou, to the wet markets in Wuhan, the mink farms in Denmark and

Spain, and the Bronx Zoo. These connections are the food we eat; the walks we

take; in the industries we work for, run or own; and the companions we live

with. They are found in sports and services, economies of ecoservices, and

a basic living for many people. Everyone is connected to environments in far-off

places by trade, work, and tourism.
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It is in the universalization of one health that there emerges an argument for

reasonable environmentalism.328 Social creatures react to the environment,

seek comfortable niches, make changes to places they do not like (or harm

us), and create unique cultures and capital to sustain such ways of life in the

places that welcome us. There is a distinction with other animals in this regard.

As well as the species specific interests, human beings – ‘we’, ‘us’ – ideally

choose the world that they want to live in; animals will often be stuck where

they are. But it is also our imaginations that shape the ‘public’ environment, the

public good and the public interest, on account of such things that ‘speak to us’.

In our imaginations, the environment can be given subjective value, and its

various inhabitants different worth depending on their relationship to us, or our

knowledge of them; it is such plurality that allows for greater environmental

awareness, but also includes fictions that allow some to trample through nature

and erode such opportunities.

If we think about fairness in terms of determinants of health, a ‘natural’

concept of place or space emerges: a place of beings engaged in communication

with those willing to listen, and those speaking for those who cannot be heard.

Here, then, is where we must also find a coextensive place for interspecific

justice and for debate.

Reasonableness takes us to the heart of the matter: ideal persons (not just

legal persons) can agree on empirical facts and interpretations of evidence. They

can admit that their knowledge and responses may be fallible (and so that

justifies polycentric systems). Yet it is remarkable that contradictions under-

mine truth and good faith. So, iff they are reasonable (that is, can show

nonhegemonic philosophic commitments), they must accept the cognitive fact

of some form of environmentalism. And, therefore, every reasonable person

must care about the life support the planet provides otherwise contradicts that

they are affected in any environment.

This sketch is clearly indebted to the giants of rights theory that came before.

But even in its rudimentary form, there are two prudential arguments for environ-

mentalism: one, that reasonable persons should follow a one health approach

relative to the benefits and burdens they experience or comprehend (i.e., they are

reacting to potential causes of ill health caused by pollution in ‘their back yard’,

even if they cannot empathizewith the similar experience of others); and two, even

an agnostic would have to concede that connection since they are aware of that

‘their’ environment is occupied by others who cause pollution or spread a virus.

I do not need to reinvent the wheel in respect to clarifying how these two

arguments are moral. Firstly, anyone’s actions are universalizable from the

prudential point of view, which is to say, their actions cannot be contradictory

without suffering some consequential, yet strictly internal ‘pain’;329 the egoist is
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mistaken if they think there is no equality of rights.330 Yet we know there are

certain kinds of anti-environmentalists who, in effect, are making noise that

adds up to no argument at all: digging their own graves is a rash if not irrational

choice, but it pushes everyone else into conditions of fear, poverty, and adver-

sity. Such actions are antisocial and therefore immoral. And whether they ought

to extend concern or help to others in such predicaments is a matter of positive

rights, reciprocity, and a duty of rescue (which are another story). But the

embarrassment for the antisocial-ist is when their claims do not stack up and

are harmfully informed. So, one health should be involved in development of

institutions such as courts, fair incentives, and sanctions for ‘unreasonableness’.

Philosophy can avail us with certain tools in this regard,331 and the pain of

contradiction obviously does not strike terror, so judicial reasons, just as much

as fair debate and fact checking, must contribute to forward-looking political

movements and reforming governance.

Did one health ethics pass Steven Gould’s challenge?

We are both similar to and different from other animals. In different cultural
contexts, emphasis upon one side or the other of this fundamental truth plays
a useful social role. In Darwin’s day, an assertion of our similarity broke
through centuries of harmful superstition. Now we may need to emphasize
our difference as flexible animals with a vast range of potential behavior. Our
biological nature does not stand in the way of social reform. We are, as
Simone de Beauvoir said, ‘l’être dont l’être est de n’être pas’ – the being
whose essence lies in having no essence.332

As free thinking, natural beings (is that not our essence?), we ought to attribute

freedom and value in the life of others. We do this for countless similar beings by

contributing to possible worlds rather than creating inhospitable ones – the one

health approach is but one way to do this. But my central claim is that we cannot

embark on this journey without first taking the three themes of this Element

through a process of reasonableness. Now we know that ethics is not

a subterranean theme, but necessary to interpret the historical and legal (and

plausibly many other themes); each is part of the process, and together are

intellectually compelling reasons to recognize the importance of nature’s health,

for the simple fact that, for example, we were all exposed to the COVID-19

pandemic, proving that everyone has a direct, transformative connection to nature.

So, finally, I can give one health a definitiona:

One health ethics is a theory connecting communities of rights.b One health
requires that to achieve and maintain social wellbeing, animalsc will have
access to the universal goods of ecosystems, and rights in nature to be free
from universal bads.d
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Notes on this definition:

It is recommended that the reader retrace their steps through this Element to find

context for this definition.

a. This definition is justified purely as a normative approach (it is not solely

operative). It helps us understand history (see Section 7.), and reasons to

redesign institutions (Section 8.); in both respects, one health will be rivalled

with principles of public health ethics. The definition is prior to pragmatic

solutions for resolving conflicts in the (almost certain) absence of ‘common

sense’ and that fact, perhaps, suggests why ethics has been peripheral to one

health.

b. An ecological or biotic community is a community of rights; a community

without or with no nature is a community nowhere (see Section 7.4). An

ecological lens distinguishes one health from other anthropocentric health

concepts (Section 9.3). Using public health to frame welfare and other

opportunities lost to pandemics, often ignores the debate about the rights

of non-human animals also impacted (Sections 3 and 5). Public health and

one health communities can be different; but it is quite reasonable to want to

protect one’s family – even if they have paws or wings. These animals at

least will have interests by virtue of companionship, just as herds have

connections to ways of life.333

c. A theory of rights does not give all animals rights; it is inclusive of human

beings (Section 9.7). Strictly, ‘humans’ or ‘animals’ have rights as moral

agents, which does not mean that other beings have no regard as moral

patients.334 If it is conceivable that (some) animals have rights of some kind,

then that presupposes one health has a different ethical frame to that of

public health. This implies that there will be conflicts as some try to defend

absurdities of tradition, the law, etc.

d. The focus of one health ethics is on the ecological determinants of health

(Section 9.5). These ecological factors are interspecific, so describe the

unethical capture of universal goods (Section 9.6). They are part of the

web of ethical, legal, social, and political factors that impact on health, but

also raise questions of alterity335 (in respect to making sense of the similar

capabilities, responsibilities, needs and circumstances of natural beings,

rather than the anthropogenic otherness reflective of public health).

The consequences of environmental neglect are analogous to Gould’s actuality

caused by the threat of nuclear war: we can understand environmental harms as

actual existential and non-arbitrary burdens on communities as meaning the

end of society and of nature.336 So, if this definition is considered a principle
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(which I hesitate to do, because one must use higher principles to get to this

point), then it justifies the importance of animal health for resilient, fair minded

communities, situated in places that become less likely to spit out ‘nuclear’

zoonoses and zooanthroponoses. Reasonable environmentalism, therefore, is

coextensive to the goals of a public health theory of healthy populations.

10 Practical One Health

In the final pages of this Element, I will cover some of the implications of One

Health Ethics, aiming towards what an idea of implementation looks like. I am

also aware that time is running out to reach a conclusion. And so, this section

will be brief. (In the spirit of a one health, I recognize further interdisciplinary

study is needed). What we have found, I think, is that reasonable environmen-

talism is defensible; but if that explains one health, then how can we use it

practically and alongside public health? How do we, through our actions and

policies, connect public and interspecific communities? How do we protect the

universal goods of ecosystems, and ensure natural spaces are not subjected to

universal bads?

The COVID-19 pandemic showed how every one of us is in nature. We are

connected to and through it: we all caught the virus, including animals, as it

circled between the cultural and natural worlds (and, as I have argued, blurred

that divide). And we are of nature: no one’s freedom and well-being were

immune to the impacts of the emergent virus (the virus itself, had a ‘social

life’ as it spread from one community to the next). If these impacts are only

described as the social determinants of health, then there is a gap in understand-

ing the ecological factors involved.

Now, we can start to explore possibilities for an ethical response to future

pandemics by considering the universal goods of ecosystems, the circumstances

of environments plagued by poor health, and rescuing environments from

public bads. So, how does this change the risks of zoonoses emerging? How

do we identify potential pandemic risks? How do we respond to pathogens in

our communities? The following are some very broad considerations.

Human rights cannot do all the work for both public health and one health.

Although we can create a forum to discuss their interests, and that forum must

have procedural rules, we must also find a coextensive space for non-human

interest. What does public health say about animal rights? Perhaps very little;

public health has a specific social, political, and legal outlook that is uncon-

nected to tangible non-human interests.337

Keeping all this in mind, one health means that we should look at risk factors

in human nature and subsequently changing frames of international law,
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subsistence practices, trade and movement, and developing appropriate global

surveillance of factors that impact on health and healthy environments. Some of

these measures will be controversial, so ethics should be a principal theme: if we

adapt ‘track and trace’ in animal populations then we should be honest about

what happens next; culling is rarely justified. If there are ethical alternatives to

culling, then we need to change how we think about pandemic preparedness:

how do we develop vaccination programmes, or build facilities to quarantine

infected animals? Where is the investment to develop treatments (and will) to

save animals? Policies should improve animal welfare: if practices are premised

on conditions that make animals unhealthy, then ultimately, they risk conditions

for diseases to emerge or mutate. We need to build capacity through shared

resources such as biobanks, which have conditions of access that allow inter-

disciplinary research originating in animal and environmental research questions.338

But these initiatives should be modelled for the universal good, in the same

conceptual sense that ethical institutions are resources for the public good.339

That can only be achieved by looking to principles of conservation. We should

focus on factors that cause pandemics rather than just reacting to public health alerts

that come too late: we have a good place to start, by regulating universal bads like

pollution and developing adaptations to climate change that consider natural inter-

ests. And so, at the highest level, we should look at social capitals that exploit and

capture nature:340 activities that destroy, processes that pollute, policies that dis-

place, and social norms that commodify, are all part of the pandemic story.

The study of reasonable environmentalism throws up these intriguing

responses as future directions:

1. Will people follow public health mandates if they disconnect them from the

nature? During the COVID-19 pandemic, we witnessed the impacts of isolation

from the outdoors, and forcing people to pause or sever relationships. Perhaps

we saw evidence of a universal shame once we saw it – and a weakening of

trust associated with the needless destruction of companion and farm animals.

2. In addition to traditional frames of public engagement, reasonable environ-

mentalists may support public health mandates if there is a rational account of

the rights in nature, that is, such that it promotes care of companion animals:

these are different cares to those at forefront in public health or economics.

3. Public health seemingly must break natural connections (i.e., the epidemio-

logical triad means disrupting at least one causal link between the environment,

host, and agent). That singular approach is a result of clinical scope (i.e., to

protect in isolation the health of human beings), but becomes illogical if there is

a tangible risk/benefit to human populations based on an existential threat to

animals.

55One Health Environmentalism

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/9

78
10

09
27

10
97

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009271097


4. Sharing resources and ideas between public health and conservation and others

requires fair consideration of ethical values (which may need changes to law),

so that interdisciplinary research leads to mutually beneficial outcomes.

5. Which requires building a catalogue of one health research that defines this

new ethics, and therefore, tells the story of the opportunities and costs of an

ecological approach compared to one based on public health principles.

6. There is scope for approaches that not only integrate complex areas (i.e.,

genomics), but also change frames of values: for example, Eco(logy)

Genomics is a field inspired by the forerunners of the Ethical, Legal, and

Social Issues of the Human Genome Project.341

Many of these solutions are contentious when looked at from public health; so,

let us admit as much when public health, rather than one health, is practised, and

tell that alternative story.

And so, I only briefly allude to some of the implications of practising one

health ethics.

1. Recognize that some animals have rights.

2. In principle, ‘one health’ communities must challenge the assumptions of

public health as a unidirectional concept that ignores other forms of well-

being (such as the friendship, familial, or spiritual communitarian values

that include animals and place).

3. In principle, challenge institutions that disregard (by design) natural risks to the

community of rights. Perhaps there are signs of an enlightened environmental

policy for them to follow, but the path of an Earth Jurisprudence is not clear.342

We do not yet know how the international community will respond to the crime

of ‘ecocide’.

Of course, these few paragraphs barely scratch the surface. But to realize these

opportunities, public health must first make space for nature to be part of an

evolving community. One health should use that coextensive space to cultivate

policies that reflect the idea that we live with, work with, and care for animals.

11 Conclusion

‘Questions of the animal origins of human disease lie behind the broadest

pattern of human history, and behind some of the most important issues of

human health today’.343 Yet as the COVID-19 pandemic revealed a fragile

balance between collectivism and autonomy, individual choice, and social

obligation, it also proved there was a brittle ecological relationship between

us and nature. And still, there are too few instances of environmentalism to

ground evidence-based responses to pandemic preparedness. Nature, after all, is
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where all future pandemics will start (even if the viral building blocks escape

from a lab). Beyond the origin story of COVID-19, the fate of cats, dogs, and

mink had little coverage under the din of the vaccine and mask controversies.

Even now, the flu pandemic spreading through wild and farmed birds is an

ominous reminder that we risk entering again the darkest days of the lockdowns.

But when one health appears to call for a new ethics – one that can save wildlife

in a way that speaks to our future – it borrows theory to try to square the circle in

public health. If public health has never needed a justification more than its

purpose of social justice,344 then why do we need one health? The assumption

that I have analysed time and time again, is that public health does all the ethical

work for environmentalism. It does not.

The virus was a symptom of the Anthropocene. Despite knowing this, one

health has become part of the international response to the climate crisis, yet

there seems little impression so far on how it will be a landmark approach. In

1997, Jonathan Mann defined the social determinants of health as the ‘societal

roots of [public] health problems’;345 under his leadership, ethical responses

to AIDS changed policies that for so long had failed to notice the burdens on

human rights. Suffice it to say that public health, economics, and law, have not

exhausted the opportunities for changing the course of planetary health. They

do not have to abandon all their humanism to accept contributions of eco-

logical environmentalism, but one health is in theory a view of complex

systems of both cultural and natural; it is reasonable to suppose, therefore,

that one health ethics dissociates argumentation from anti-environmental

paradigms, and does not fall into cultural and natural dichotomies, at least, if

we profess to be doing one health.

One health ethics is not just about rescuing humanity, but about solving the

ethical puzzles of a culture disconnecting or leaving behind nature.One health

is environmentalism: a theory that connects all communities to nature, and

a responsibility to recognize and study the connections between the planet’s

life support system and the environment’s cultural value. These are only

answerable in a coextensive space for debate. These fora must include con-

servationists and ecologists as well as others typically left out; there is an

obligation to engage with views of a place, built up from years of knowledge

and sharing ideas of the land and sea. That is a place connected to all others,

just as a pandemic will spread to every corner of the planet. But one health

purposes go further: it is a justification for conserving natural places, and it

compels us to understand ecological connections in both preservation and

restoration of nature. These are ideas we can use to confront the causes of

environmental degradation, to make better choices, and ultimately to improve

the public’s health, too.
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Imagining myself looking down upon our colourful rock as it circles the sun,

I cannot help but think that there is something that unites all of us – it is our

rights to enjoy, to wonder at, and wander through nature; and that is where

I presume to end this analysis: if we can get the rights, so to speak, right, then

one health has an ethical anchor. One health is a theory for the betterment of

humankind and our Earthly companions.346
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