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This paper introduces the concept of harm reduction-based health intelligence as the

next step in the evolution of urban wildlife surveillance. There are three reasons to evolve

urban wildlife health surveillance: (1) proactive steps to reduce vulnerability to health

and safety impacts requires an understanding of environments and social structures as

well as of the abundance and distribution of animals or hazards; (2) a hazard-by-hazard

approach to surveillance causes management to be reactive rather than proactive; and

(3) growing interest in urban wildlife ecology, conservation, and welfare plus the growing

recognition of the value of urban wildlife for human well-being requires surveillance to be

interested in protecting wildlife health as well as human health. Three strategies to help

evolve urban wildlife surveillance to health intelligence are; (1) expand from only tracking

a single species or a single threat to also tracking factors that increase the vulnerability

of the pests and people in a shared urban setting; (2) be integrative and recognize

that multiple concurrent harmful things are affecting people, pests and other species in

their shared environments; and (3) develop new collaborative approaches to prevent or

mitigate persistent harms from persistent pests without eliminating the pests. This article

proposes that harm reduction-based intelligence will better equip city planners and pest

managers to identify opportunities to act in advance of significant and concurrent harms

to people, infrastructure, and wildlife.
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Our attitudes toward wild animals determine if we consider them a pest or as species to be
tolerated and even conserved (Delibes-Mateos et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2012; Russell, 2014). For
example, protecting rat welfare is of paramount importance in scientific research (Kaliste, 2004)
yet our attitudes to urban rats are usually much less magnanimous. Rats that are free-ranging
in undisturbed habitats, such as the rock-rat (Zyzomys palatalis) in Australia, are subjects of
conservation efforts (Brook et al., 2002) whereas urban brown rats (Rattus norvegicus) are
frequently the target of eradication efforts (Capizzi et al., 2014). In the world of urban wildlife
health, a quick Google search will show most attention focuses on the role of rats as sources
of hazards to other species, such as secondary poisoning of raptors or rodent-borne zoonotic
infections. The literature rarely focuses on health for the inherent sake of the rat. Kirkwood and
Sainsbury (1996) identified four factors that influence attitudes toward wildlife; (i) the extent to
which we are responsible for harm to them; (ii) the extent to which the harmed animals are under
our stewardship; (iii) the severity of the problem the wildlife face and (iv) cultural and economic
factors, including the popularity of the species involved. The authors noted the illogical but heavily
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weighted role popularity plays. It is, therefore, easy to understand
why wildlife health surveillance rarely prioritizes efforts to
protect and promote the health of urban wildlife, which we so
often consider to be pests rather than wildlife.

Wildlife health surveillance has historically focused on
generating early warning signals of risks to society or on tracking
specific infectious diseases of concern for wildlife managers
(Stephen and Duncan, 2017). There is a long history of wildlife
serving as bio-sentinels for the effects and distribution of
environmental pollutants and pathogens (Kuiken et al., 2005;
Reif, 2011). Wildlife disease surveillance has been used as a
guide to predict and prevent new zoonotic disease risks to
the public (Stitt et al., 2007). Despite these successes, there is
a growing dissatisfaction with the use of wildlife surveillance,
largely in reaction to adverse events. Instead, there are new
expectations to produce signals to protect wildlife and human
health concurrently and proactively.

There are three reasons to reconsider how we design and
use urban wildlife health surveillance. First, changes in urban
wildlife social structures and habitats are known to determine
wildlife vulnerability to environmental hazards (ex. Bradley and
Altizer, 2007; Lee et al., 2018). Tracking clues of changing
vulnerability may allow more targeted and proactive actions to
avoid impacts on public health and safety as well as to protect
wildlife health.Managersmay be better able to take precautionary
steps when vulnerability is tracked, as opposed to focussing
only on the abundance and distribution of animals or hazards.
Second, a hazard-by-hazard approach to risk management is
insufficient to reduce vulnerability and promote resilience to
emerging risks. It dooms management strategies to remain
reactive rather than proactive. In an era of unprecedented social,
landscape, and climate changes, emerging risks are the norm,
reducing the usefulness of surveillance that only tracks known
hazards (Stephen et al., 2015). Third, growing interest in urban
wildlife ecology, conservation, and welfare (ex. Adams, 2005)
and growing recognition of the value of urban wildlife areas
and biodiversity for human well-being (Soulsbury and White,
2016) suggest that better information is needed to reciprocally
promote the health of wildlife and people in urban environments.
Protection of the health of one species should not come at an
unsustainable or unacceptable expense to another. Shifting the
target of attention away from threats and hazards to health and
vulnerability may allow for earlier interventions and open more
options for surveillance and action.

Wildlife health is increasingly being viewed as the cumulative
effect of social, physical, and biological influences on the
capacity of individuals and populations to; (i) access their needs
for daily living; (ii) have capacity to cope with and adapt
to stressors and change and (iii) meet ecological and social
expectations (Nordenfelt, 2011; Hanisch et al., 2012; Stephen,
2014).Wildlife health programs rarely assembled all three aspects
into a complete picture. As such, control programs tend to be
fragmented and inefficient, or worse, unintentionally impede
each other. For example, it has been proposed that rodent
control programs focussed on lethal population reduction may
increase the prevalence of zoonotic pathogens in some urban rat
populations (Lee et al., 2018). Wildlife health surveillance usually

does not track factors influencing population vulnerability,
leaving that instead to population ecologists who in turn do not
take full advantage of health surveillance information.

A significant impediment to wildlife surveillance is the
lack of agreement on the indicator threshold that signals the
need for an intervention. It is generally accepted that human
endeavors should not unnecessarily compromise wild animal
welfare (Kirkwood and Sainsbury, 1996), but the threshold for
“unnecessary compromise” is ill-defined. It is also unclear if
that threshold is different for urban and non-urban wildlife.
For example, some stakeholders might have zero risk tolerance
and demand eradication of infections from an urban wild
population while others see an animal’s microbiological flora as
part of our biodiversity heritage and thus their associated risks
better controlled by managing the human dimensions of risk.
First principles of population health (ex. Karpati et al., 2002;
Gowan et al., 2014) argue for surveillance that focuses on the
determinants of health and vulnerability rather than only on
the presence and distribution of hazards, but knowledge gaps
preclude evidence-based recommendations on the best variables
to monitor in urban wildlife. Moreover, divergent social values
complicate finding consensus on thresholds that meet varying
risk perceptions.

There are three strategies to evolving wildlife health
surveillance to meet the changing landscape of urban wildlife
risk to both address growing concerns about the equitable
protection of human and urban wildlife health, and to provide
more integrated signals to support a precautionary, rather than
reactionary, urban pestmanagement approach. First, surveillance
needs to evolve from tracking a single threat to an intelligence
system that not only tracks hazards and adverse outcomes but
also tracks factors that increase the vulnerability of the pests
and people in a shared urban setting. For example, the reasons
for failure or success of wildlife health management are usually
social, rather than biological or physical factors. Therefore, an
urban wildlife health intelligence system needs to be able to
characterize changes in human dimensions of risk (including
changes to the built environment), social conditions affecting
human exposure or susceptibility to wildlife-associated harms,
and changes in risk perception. At the same time attention
must be paid to variables that create cumulative stressors on
urban wildlife that increase their vulnerability to new hazards.
Research will be needed to specify and prioritize determinants
of vulnerability for a given location. However, a general wildlife
health intelligence system needs to be able to gather information
on; (i) the biological endowment of the population (ex diseases
and stressors); (ii) the animal’s social environment (ex. extent of
competition and demographics); (iii) the quality and abundance
of the needs for daily living (ex. food supplies and habitat
availability); (iv) their abiotic environment (ex. climate variables
such as floods); (vi) sources of direct mortality (ex. lethal pest
control), and (vii) changing human expectations (ex. social
attitude and municipal policies). This strategy is compatible
with ecological-based pest management (Singleton et al., 1999)
as well as bio-economic approaches to rodent pest control
(Stenseth et al., 2003). It is also compatible with opinions that
ecological-based pest management must attend to social and
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cultural dimensions to ensure pest control efforts are adopted and
sustained (Palis et al., 2007).

Second, an urban wildlife health intelligence system needs
to recognize that multiple concurrent harms are affecting
people, pests, and other species in their shared environments.
Over abundant rodents, for example, can cause various social
harms (ex fear, zoonotic disease transmissions and damage to
housing infrastructure); harm rodent predators and scavengers
(ex. impacts of rodenticides on the safety and availability of
prey) and impact the rodents themselves (ex. reduced welfare
through intra-specific competition and increased non-zoonotic
rodent diseases). The importance of each harm will vary between
stakeholders, but it is inevitable that their interconnections
and interdependencies will create unique challenges and
opportunities for intervention. Recognizing the ties between
society, nature, and technology has been proposed as a better way
to create a comprehensive, cohesive pest management strategy
that is ecologically sound and socially acceptable (Mougenot and
Roussel, 2005).

Third, given that cities can find it very difficult to eliminate
their urban wildlife problems on a sustainable basis (Fernández
et al., 2007; Himsworth et al., 2013), new collaborative
approaches are needed to find interventions that can prevent
or mitigate persistent harms from persistent pests without
eliminating the pest entirely.

The various harms created by urban wildlife are embedded
in complex socio-ecological systems. Therefore, multiple points
of view are needed to characterize and respond to urban
pest problems. Because underlying, incessant social conditions
can cause pest problems to persist, there is often a feeling
of helplessness in efforts to eliminate their negative impacts.
As we move from individual animals to the population and
ecosystem level, risk management decision-making becomes
more variable, uncertain, and complex. The inseparable links
between the individual, social and ecologic levels of harm from
urban wildlife suggest that multi-level interventions are required
to make increment gains in the health of wildlife, human
communities and their shared ecosystems. Harm reduction is a
set of perspectives and processes that might offer insights into
how to evolve urban wildlife health surveillance to this end.

Harm reduction is most often used to describe a set of
public health strategies to reduce the harmful consequences of
addictive behaviors on individuals and society (Hunt et al., 2003).
It acknowledges that society is unlikely to eliminate substances
like illicit drugs and that attempts at elimination have been
insufficient to prevent the harms arising from addiction. Like
illicit drugs, urban pests and their associated hazards are often
persistent problems that are hard to eradicate. Harm reduction
programs aim to prevent or reduce adverse consequences
to all community members rather than only targeting the
hazardous substance or circumstance. Harm reduction applies
to all the determinants of health and not merely problematic
risks. It involves pragmatic approaches to remove barriers
to implementing knowledge to protect health and promote
sustainability. Harm reduction aims to decrease the impact on
multiple actors in a community (in this case human and animals)
by addressing both the amount of harm and its impacts (Marlatt,

1996). The amount of harm can be reduced by reducing exposure
to and sensitivity of a population to hazards whereas the impacts
are addressed by promoting populations’ capacity to cope with
the harm and by addressing harms as cumulative effects (Stephen
et al., 2018b).

An urban wildlife health intelligence program based on harm
reduction would need to adopt the following six principles (based
on BCMOH1). First, collect data on the nature and distribution
of the social, health, and animal harms as opposed to only
tracking the causes of harms such as pathogens or diseases.
Second, recognize that pest or their diseases are not likely to
be eliminated in the short term and therefore seek information
on variables that can pragmatically be manipulated to reduce
animal and human vulnerability to pest related harms. Third,
develop an information network that will reveal feasible options
to help populations cope with existing harms within the current
circumstances while efforts to eliminate these harms are ongoing.
Fourth, health intelligence signals need to identify and prioritize
actions that can produce incremental gains that can be built on
over time. Fifth, recognize that actions attacking one harm may
have unintended consequences for other harms, necessitating
integrated analysis. Finally, health intelligence systems need to be
people oriented and actively engage a diversity of players to find
pathways and control points that can be targeted to reduce harms
across various perspectives, priorities, and values.

Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between health
intelligence and harm reduction. Health intelligence helps
to set priorities for harm reduction actions. Health intelligence
uses surveillance to create situational awareness of harmful
substances or circumstances along with reconnaissance to
characterize the local conditions that may impede or enable
interventions. The total amount of harm caused by urban wildlife
is affected by the total harms across social and animal domains
and the impacts of those harms. A socio-ecological assessment of
harms helps identify targets for health intelligence.

Harm reduction place decisions makers’ needs at the forefront
of their design and implementation (Regmi et al., 2016). As there
are multiple layers of decision makers in pest management, from
the household to senior government officials, a harm reduction-
based health intelligence system needs a good human network
to ensure analysts understand the information needs, priorities,
and thresholds across the decision-making spectrum. Contextual
understanding helps turn information into intelligence and
increases the likelihood that surveillance and reconnaissance
results will be put into action (Haines et al., 2004). As
much attention needs to be placed on human intelligence and
information networks as on datasets to turn diverse sets of
information into coherent intelligence outputs.

Harm reduction-based health intelligence should help people
make informed decisions and empower them to minimize
harms by identifying ways to reduce negative impacts until
a hazard can be moderated or eliminated. Harm reduction

1British Columbia Ministry of Health (BCMOH). Harm Reduction: a

British Columbia Community Guide. British Columbia Ministry of Health.

Available online at: http://www.health.gov.bc.ca/library/publications/year/2005/

hrcommunityguide.pdf (Accessed May 5, 2018).
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FIGURE 1 | Conceptual model of the integration of health intelligence and harm reduction to set priorities for urban wildlife health surveillance and action.

promotes collaborative policy and action by discovering means
for horizontal, cooperative approaches to protecting health
in advance of serious, irreversible impacts. Adopting a harm

reduction perspective is not a rejection of the current surveillance
paradigm but rather a call to expand our scope of observations
to ensure that opportunities to lessen harms can be identified
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and acted on while we strive to directly prevent or avoid
the negative consequences of urban wildlife. Decision-makers
need to understand the full scope of a pest problem and
how to; (i) recognize priority problems and needs, (ii) track
progress to evaluate the impact of interventions, and (iii) make
evidence-based decisions on policy, program design and resource
allocation (Regmi et al., 2016).

It is important to note the word “evolving” in the title of
this paper. The scope of most wildlife health programs is more
limited than what I am proposing above. Neither literature nor
legislation describe the necessary features of an urban wildlife
health intelligence system. Stephen et al. (2018a) have proposed
a generic set of attributes of national wildlife health surveillance
programs that share features with those described in this paper
particularly; (i) the expectation to integrate health into risk
management planning and assessment, (ii) an interest in the
determinants of health as well as health outcomes, and (iii)
the need to engage players outside of traditional wildlife health
sectors. But their recommendations emphasized free-ranging
non-urban wildlife which are more often of concern to trade
and conservation. An urban wildlife health intelligence approach
needs local information and context to identify feasible and
acceptable strategies to reduce pest-associated harms. It is often
beyond the capacity of departments responsible for local pest
control to have the expertise and human resources to gather
all the necessary information by themselves. Strategic partners
to enable collective intelligence across multiple departments
such as public health, urban planning, and sanitation would
be needed. Investment should focus on centralized capacity to
collect, integrate, and assess data already being gathered by other
departments, supplemented with scientific literature and insights
gathered through participatory processes.

Working examples of an urban health intelligence system
do not yet exist in the literature but examples exist in other
sectors. Epidemic intelligence and public health observatories
are public health approaches that use an intelligence approach
(Hemmings and Wilkinson, 2003; Paquet et al., 2006). Both
track multiple lines of information on hazards, hosts and
environments to identify vulnerabilities and threats before they
impact populations. The Canadian Wildlife Health Cooperative
has adopted these concepts to evolve its surveillance database
to an intelligence platform. Its ongoing work is exploring how

ecological, environmental, andmicrobiological clues from nature
and farms can inform wild bird avian influenza preparedness.
This article call for an urban wildlife health intelligence system
is a response to the growing need for tools and practices
to link diverse data sources to better reflect the origins of
and solutions to problems from human-wildlife interactions.
However, specifying the precise information to track will depend,
in part, on the species being managed, the availability of
contextual information and emerging research to identify the
most reliable signals. The intent of this paper is to inspire
investigation and investment to move this idea from the
conception to implementation.

There will always be a need to control urban wildlife. As
we become more urbanized, there will also be the need to
sustain the benefits of urban wildlife for human well-being.
The world is experiencing unprecedented rates of social and
environmental changes due to climate change, global movement
of people and products, and rapid urbanization (Biermann, 2007;
Horton et al., 2014). A new approach is needed to provide the
necessary situational awareness to stay on top of the inevitable
emerging risks that will arise with these changes. The concept of
harm reduction and the needs to expand the realms of wildlife
surveillance have been recommended elsewhere (ex. Stephen and
Duncan, 2017; Stephen et al., 2018b) and serve as a basis to
advocate for the changes discussed in this article. By evolving
urban wildlife health surveillance from its tradition of solely
looking at the distribution and prevalence of hazards to a
harm reduction-based intelligence approach, I propose that city
planners and pest managers will be better equipped to identify
opportunities and needs to act in advance of significant harms
to people, infrastructure and the wildlife that call our cities
home.
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