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ABSTRACT
Public health authorities across the globe have reassured 
members of the public that they are vigilant to the threat of bird 
flu’s pandemic potential. But they have also made requests 
of members of the public to play their own role in vigilance 
mechanisms, most notably requiring poultry farmers to adopt 
biosecurity measures at their farms. When should vigilance 
be practised, and under what circumstances are vigilance 
requests of publics ethically justified? This paper begins by 
considering the sociological literature on vigilance in public 
health. In doing so, it discusses the relationship between 
vigilance, surveillance and other concepts in public health 
and establishes the need for moral reflection on vigilance as a 
distinct category in public health ethics. It then considers the 
requests for vigilance made to poultry farmers during bird flu 
as an ethical case study, before ending by providing a series of 
ethical questions that must be answered by government health 
authorities considering instituting systems of vigilance and 
making vigilance requests of publics.

INTRODUCTION
As of 7 January 2026, 82 cases of bird flu have 
been detected in UK bird populations since the 
beginning of the current outbreak in October 
2025.1 In the USA, where the outbreak has been 
particularly severe, 185.16 million cases of bird flu 
have been detected in commercial and backyard 
flocks since 8th February 2022.2 According to 
the CDC, there have been 71 confirmed human 
cases of bird flu in the USA since 2024.3 January 
2025 marked the first recorded death as a result 
of infection in the USA.4 Of major concern 
to public health authorities is the disease’s 
pandemic potential if it mutates so that human-
to-human transmission becomes common. 
While most recent human cases of bird flu have 
been mild, the historical case fatality proportion 
is greater than 50%.5

Government public health agencies have 
attempted to reassure the public that they 
are being vigilant in the face of this danger. 
Following one outbreak, the UK Health Security 
Agency stated, “We therefore remain vigilant for 
any evidence of changing levels of risk and keep 
this under constant review”.6 But health agencies 
have also asked individual citizens to be vigilant. 
In the UK, members of the public have been 

asked to avoid sick birds and report any sightings 
of dead ones.7 A press release from the Michigan 
Department of Agriculture and Rural Develop-
ment urged animal owners to remain vigilant 
to bird flu.8 Particularly substantive requests 
have been made of poultry farmers. They are 
required by law to prevent contact between 
poultry and wild birds, clean housing, equip-
ment and footwear and keep records of bird 
movements, among other measures. Bird flu is a 
notifiable disease in the UK and USA, meaning 
you are legally obliged to report suspected cases 
to the Animal and Plant Health Agency9 or rele-
vant state authorities.10 In the UK, and some US 
states, failure to follow these rules could lead to 
imprisonment.11 12

Although there is a great deal of literature on 
the ethics of public health surveillance,13 there is 
relatively little on the ethics of vigilance, particu-
larly the ethics of health authorities requesting 
non-public health professionals to be vigilant to 
public health crises. Due to this lack of analysis 
of vigilance as a distinct phenomenon in public 
health ethics, it is first necessary to turn to the 
recent sociological literature on vigilance in 
public health where the concept has been given 
more attention. This paper then discusses the 
differences among vigilance, surveillance and 
other concepts in public health ethics, estab-
lishing the need for specific ethical reflection 
on vigilance as a distinct ethical category. It then 
considers requests for vigilance from poultry 
farmers during bird flu as an ethical case study, 
before ending with a series of normative ques-
tions that must be answered by health authori-
ties considering instituting systems of vigilance 
and making vigilance requests of publics.

CONCEPTUALISING VIGILANCE
Both Weir and Mykhalovskiy14 and Williams 
et al15 provide a sociological analysis of vigi-
lance in public health. Weir and Mykhalovskiy 
characterise vigilance as a state response 
to political pressures to take care of health, 
the environment and lifestyle in the face of 
ongoing dangers from a variety of sources. 
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This requires the creation of vigilance apparatuses ‘to 
monitor events thought to be precursors of catastrophic 
incidents’,14 which provide a stream of monitoring data 
to identify cases and launch alerts if necessary.

Williams et al15 expand on Weir and Mykhalovs-
kiy’s account by focussing on the distinction between 
macrolevel and microlevel vigilance. Williams et al char-
acterise macrolevel vigilance as being a feature of global 
ruling relations (the focus of Weir and Mykhalovskiy’s 
analysis), while microlevel vigilance occurs when states 
or local authorities make vigilance requests to publics. 
Writing in the context of COVID-19, they describe the 
way the New South Wales government set out rules 
for policed public behaviour. These involved both a 
moralised version of a self-surveilling individual and the 
creation of a vigilant collective which was empowered to 
monitor and report other individuals who were breaking 
pandemic restrictions, in the name of individual and 
collective safety.15

Considering these sociological accounts, can we 
provide a conceptualisation of vigilance that will be 
useful for public health ethics? Given the extensive liter-
ature on the ethics of public health surveillance,13 the 
case for considering the ethics of vigilance as a distinctive 
practice requires there being some distinction between 
the two. Consider a paradigmatic case of disease surveil-
lance: a public health authority tracking the number of 
COVID-19 cases, hospitalisations and deaths during the 
pandemic. What, if anything, distinguishes cases of vigi-
lance and surveillance?

Weir and Mykhalovskiy14 distinguish between surveil-
lance and vigilance on the grounds that while the socio-
logical literature in surveillance studies focuses on the 
human subject, tools for public health vigilance on a 
macrolevel collect data not restricted to humans, for 
example, warnings of environmental disasters. Williams et 
al add to Weir and Mykhalovskiy’s distinction by claiming 
that vigilance ‘is not concerned solely with detecting 
disease or a focus on the human subject’.15 They also cite 
Weir and Mykhalovskiy’s claim that vigilance ‘describes 
a network of interactions operating among statements, 
human actors and technological devices’15 as another 
factor that distinguishes vigilance from surveillance.

There are several issues with using this sociological 
analysis to distinguish surveillance from vigilance as 
public health activities. First, establishing that surveil-
lance studies as a branch of sociology focuses on human 
health does not establish a difference between vigilance 
and surveillance as public health activities. The surveil-
lance of wastewater systems, wet markets or bird migra-
tion patterns does not focus on the human subject, but 
they are paradigmatic cases of public health surveillance.

Second, even if surveillance is concerned solely with 
detecting disease, many examples of public health vigi-
lance share this focus, for example, through monitoring 
for human-to-human transmission of bird influenza. 
Finally, the ‘network of interactions’, Williams et al call 
attention to do not distinguish vigilance from surveillance, 

given the array of state and non-state technical apparatus 
that were involved in providing COVID-19 disease surveil-
lance during the pandemic. The sociological accounts 
fail to provide conceptual clarity on the distinctiveness 
of vigilance and surveillance as public health practices.

Instead, paying attention to the different linguistic 
contexts in which we use the term ‘vigilance’ can illus-
trate the relationship between vigilance and surveillance. 
If, as thieves tore through your house unchallenged, you 
said you were staying ‘vigilant’ to the threat of burglary, 
this would strike me as extremely strange. This case, in 
fact, represents a failure of vigilance. This is recognised in 
the cited literature, even though they do not integrate it 
into their distinctions between vigilance and surveillance. 
As Weir and Mykhalovkskiy14 argue, systems of vigilance 
‘are a form of social action oriented to foresight’, while 
Williams et al15 point out that vigilance is concerned with 
‘emergent risks’. Vigilance is preventative and forward-
looking. It is perfectly coherent to talk about the surveil-
lance of case rates in an out-of-control pandemic. But for 
a public health authority to say they are being vigilant 
for disease transmission in the context of exponential 
growth is a misuse of the term.

It is true, however, that public health authorities could 
say they were being vigilant to hospitalisations or deaths 
if there was not yet evidence of high case numbers trans-
lating to cases of severe illness. Vigilance is possible within 
a crisis, not just before, but still has a focus on preven-
tion. For example, the main ethical rationale for individ-
uals being empowered to report lockdown breaches of 
their fellow citizens is to discourage such behaviour from 
occurring and prevent human-to-human transmission. 
This focus on the future distinguishes vigilance, even 
though the same tools could be used for surveillance and 
vigilance. For example, a public health authority might 
use wastewater monitoring to track the spread of disease 
during an ongoing pandemic, or in a spirit of vigilance to 
monitor for and prevent a disease outbreak.

Another important contrast occurs at the microlevel. 
Vigilance requests generally impose greater positive 
duties on members of the public compared with disease 
surveillance. Public health surveillance efforts may raise 
concerns over data privacy, as when potentially identifi-
able health data are collected to monitor disease spread. 
They may also involve infringements on patients’ indi-
vidual liberty, for example, by requiring clinicians to 
disclose an individual patient’s health status regardless 
of the wishes of the patient. They may also impose some 
limited positive duties on members of the public: for 
example, individuals may be required to engage with 
contact tracing teams to provide details of who they may 
have interacted with during the period they were an infec-
tion risk. But the positive duties associated with public 
health surveillance would primarily fall on the state 
and health professionals to collect and report data and 
ensure it is used securely and effectively. More stringent 
positive duties that may be imposed on individuals as a 
result of disease surveillance—for example, quarantine 
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or lockdown requirements—are conceptually distinct 
from the processes of disease surveillance itself.

In contrast, calls for vigilance directed at publics 
impose positive duties on them. For example, the 
demands for action from poultry farmers during the bird 
flu crisis have been extensive, requiring both reporting 
of threats and biosecurity steps to make an outbreak less 
likely. It is true that vigilance requests are not always so 
demanding. The British Transport Police slogan ‘See it. 
Say it. Sorted.’ asks the public to report suspicious activity 
on the rail network.16 The slogan is not ‘Take steps to 
make it less likely. See it. Say it. Sorted’. But a security 
guard who has not checked that the doors and windows 
of the warehouse they are guarding are locked and 
bolted would not be said to be properly vigilant, even if 
they were attentive in watching for signs of a break-in. A 
general principle can be inferred from these cases: the 
extent to which duties of vigilance require an individual 
to take preventative measures depends on the nature of 
their role and attendant responsibilities.

These distinctions matter because the ethics of public 
health surveillance literature focuses mainly on the posi-
tive duties of health authorities and the negative rights of 
citizens.13 Similar themes will apply to the ethics of vigi-
lance on a macrolevel. But the ethics of vigilance on a 
microlevel needs to consider the positive duties of those 
asked to be vigilant and the conditions under which 
governments should impose them.

But although the ethics of surveillance in public health 
may not focus on the positive duties of citizens, other 
concepts in public health ethics do. This includes the 
concept of solidarity.17 18 Here, I understand solidarity 
broadly as a relationship of care, reciprocity and mutual 
obligation, expressed through collective action for the 
benefit of a community. What is the relationship between 
vigilance and solidarity? The two concepts are distinct: 
vigilance is compatible with, but does not require, rela-
tions of solidarity across a community. When vigilance is 
voluntary and relatively non-hierarchical (e.g., such as 
may occur among members of a neighbourhood watch 
group) it may well be motivated by solidarity. But the 
top-down imposition of some vigilance requests, such 
as when they are mandated by public health authori-
ties or governments, does not require the existence of 
communal bonds to have moral force, especially when 
they are enforced through law. Some vigilance measures 
may even risk undermining solidarity: for example, if 
asking citizens to report on the behaviour of others 
undermines bonds of trust within a community. Further-
more, solidarity is more likely to be invoked (‘we’re all in 
this together!’) during a crisis.17 18 But because preven-
tion is the focus of vigilance, many such requests will 
occur ‘in peacetime’, before a crisis has occurred.

The foregoing analysis demonstrates that vigilance can 
be positively conceptualised as a form of precautionary 
action. Precautionary acts are intended to make an 
event less likely, or to mitigate the impact of an event if 
it occurs. Consider that requests for vigilance of poultry 

farmers fit both meanings, being aimed at both trying 
to prevent dangerous mutations and trying to identify 
mutations as early as possible if they do occur to stop 
their spread. When acts of surveillance are motivated by 
a precautionary stance, they should be characterised as 
acts of vigilance.

It is worth noting here that the sociological literature 
provides a very different answer. Weir and Mykhalovskiy14 
contrast the precautionary principle—which they charac-
terise as a conceptual tool invoked to prohibit activities 
viewed as potentially catastrophic—with vigilance appa-
ratuses, which allow potentially dangerous activities to 
continue through monitoring for potential harms stem-
ming from them.

But is this articulation of the precautionary principle 
accurate? Weed identifies the core idea of the precau-
tionary principle as ‘anticipatory preventative action in 
the face of uncertain scientific evidence’.19 Acting in line 
with this principle may involve, but does not necessarily 
require, prohibitive action. Concerns over the depletion 
of the ozone layer led to the Montreal Protocol,20 which 
prohibited the use of ozone-depleting substances like 
chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) before definitive evidence 
of harm was available. But a response to antimicrobial 
resistance (AMR) in line with the precautionary principle 
may involve the prohibition of some uses of antibiotics, 
for example, in factory farming, while monitoring its use 
in others, for example, the clinical environment. The 
health benefits of antibiotic use for non-life-threatening 
conditions may mean their use is retained even under the 
precautionary principle. And even if a practice is entirely 
foreclosed, some vigilance practices may still be required 
to ensure the prohibition is enforced.

These examples demonstrate the indeterminacy of 
invoking the precautionary principle,21 and the need to 
be clear about how we weigh different costs and bene-
fits when deciding what we wish to prohibit or monitor 
to mitigate a public health risk. The force of Weir and 
Mykhalovskiy’s point—that vigilance accompanies high 
risk activity—is compatible with the precautionary prin-
ciple and therefore compatible with vigilance being a 
form of precautionary action.

In providing this account, I hope to have addressed a 
previously undertheorised topic in public health ethics. 
But I do not wish to claim that ethical issues pertaining 
to public health vigilance have been entirely neglected. 
Ethical analysis of prevention as a paradigm in public 
health,22 antimicrobial stewardship measures,23 the 
culling of pigs to prevent the spread of the Nipah virus,24 
and the ethics of persisting with preventative behaviours 
following the COVID-19 pandemic25 all speak to the 
ethics of vigilance. In particular, work on establishing the 
reasonable limits of public health demands on individual 
citizens considers similar issues to this paper.26 But by 
focusing on a case study, we can establish a general frame-
work for analysing the ethics of vigilance requests which 
will be useful in considering these related topics. An 
ethical analysis of the biosecurity and reporting demands 
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placed on poultry farmers in response to the threat of 
bird flu is the subject of the next section.

POULTRY FARMERS, BIRD INFLUENZA AND THE ETHICS OF 
VIGILANCE
Vigilance is not always good. The Stasi’s use of a network 
of hundreds of thousands of informal collaborators to 
monitor and report on the potentially suspicious activi-
ties of their East German colleagues, friends and family 
members was a moral tragedy. The normative desirability 
of a particular call for vigilance is a function of a range 
of factors, which will be explored through the following 
case study.

One important factor is the level of risk individuals 
are asked to take on in performing acts of vigilance. The 
‘See it. Say it. Sorted.’ British Transport Police slogan 
does not ask the public to put themselves at risk of harm 
to stop possible threats. In contrast, the call to vigilance 
for poultry farmers does put them at some risk of harm. 
This is not the risk of physical harm of contracting bird 
flu: in fact, heightened sanitation requirements are likely 
to decrease, not increase, the chance of exposure for 
workers. However, suspected cases of bird flu may lead 
to culls of entire farms, including healthy birds, which 
could have severe economic impacts for affected farms. 
Vigilance may carry significant economic costs to the 
vigilant.

A further challenge is that, unlike some other 
microlevel acts of vigilance, like keeping an eye on your 
bag in a public space to ensure it is not stolen, proper 
vigilance from poultry farmers is a collective endeavour. 
Farmers face a coordination problem, with individual 
farms facing some disincentive to act with vigilance—for 
fear of a cull at their farm, and in the knowledge that 
outbreaks at other farms causing supply shortages may 
mean higher prices for their own produce—while at the 
same time having a collective interest in safety. If only a 
small number of farms operate through vigilance prac-
tices, it increases the risk of significant disease spread, 
creating risks to them all. This suggests a benefit to 
farmers of legal enforcement: it may make it more likely 
that their peers take the necessary steps for collective 
safety.

The risk of disease spread suggests several reasons that 
poultry workers have for fulfilling their duties of vigi-
lance. The first is the obvious general interest that all citi-
zens have in preventing a bird flu pandemic. The second 
is their own economic interest in taking steps to prevent 
an outbreak on their farm. The third is their particular 
duty of welfare to the animals in their care. The fourth 
is the fact that their professional role means they are 
well positioned to fulfil biosecurity vigilance requests in 
a way that their fellow citizens are not. These final two 
reasons provide an answer to why it is permissible to 
require them to take mitigation responsibilities as well 
as reporting ones. Like the security guard with responsi-
bilities to protect the warehouse they are guarding, farm 

workers have a particular role-responsibility to look after 
the animals in their care that a regular citizen does not, 
and could not have. That they occupy a special position 
to fulfil these societally important duties is itself good 
reason to impose them.

Another important normative factor is who is making 
the request. If a random passer-by demanded farm 
workers report outbreaks, this request would not be 
binding. It needs to come from a relevant and recognised 
authority: a public health or government agency whose 
requirements the farm’s operations are subject to. This is 
primarily because only these authorities are well placed 
to fulfil obligations of reciprocity towards the vigilant.

One such obligation is the requirement to support 
those they ask to be vigilant when they are taking on risks 
in doing so. In this case, reciprocity may require financial 
subsidies for biosecurity measures or financial compensa-
tion if livestock need to be culled. Another is the obliga-
tion to use the time, resources and opportunity provided 
by the vigilant to monitor, prepare for and take steps to 
prevent the harm being guarded against. In the absence 
of such measures, the moral (if not legal) obligations of 
farm workers are weakened in one sense: they have less 
reason to think that their efforts will help fulfil the general 
interest in avoiding a bird flu pandemic. Nevertheless, 
a failure of vigilance on the part of central authorities 
does not exhaust the workers’ own role responsibilities 
towards the welfare of animals in their care.

But these references to animal welfare nod to the 
elephant in the room. Vigilance on a macrolevel 
represents the attempt to continue with at least some 
potentially hazardous activities while taking preventive 
steps to mitigate their risks. The cramped and unsanitary 
conditions of factory farming create significant risk of 
avian disease spread and subsequent pathogen spillover 
into human populations.27 This fact alone creates some 
obligations of vigilance for poultry workers: they are part 
of a system that makes the risks they are asked to be vigi-
lant of more likely.

More than this, however, intensive poultry farming is a 
fundamentally harmful practice to the welfare of animals 
and the environment.28 The harms to poultry welfare of 
being confined to cramped and overcrowded sheds are 
well established. The deaths they may face to prevent a 
bird flu outbreak can be equally horrifying: past culls of 
livestock suspected of bird flu in the USA have involved 
ventilation shutdown, which kills poultry by sealing off 
the airflow to poultry sheds and increasing tempera-
tures to lethal levels. One worker involved in a 2022 
cull remarked, “They cooked those birds alive.”29 These 
harms exist to support humanity’s ever-increasing appe-
tite for meat consumption, a major contributory factor 
to the climate emergency.30 It is necessary to ask whether 
this practice is worth sustaining alongside an apparatus 
of vigilance to limit pandemic risk or whether it is so 
harmful that it should be abandoned entirely.

This question is even more pressing because of the 
financial incentives of the poultry industry that make 
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proper vigilance more challenging. One way for govern-
ments to support biosecurity efforts would be to offer 
vaccines for poultry to stop the spread of disease. But the 
poultry meat industry—whose birds are less genetically 
susceptible to the virus than egg laying hens—is opposed 
to vaccination because of concerns that vaccination 
could mask infection and bring the virus across borders, 
thus threatening billions of dollars in international 
trade deals.31 Here, microlevel vigilance is hampered by 
macrolevel economic concerns.

This is indicative of a complex relationship between 
the macro and micro levels. Governments may make 
requests or demands of individual farmers, but the nature 
of these requests may be influenced by the pressures of 
the poultry industry. Individual health officials may work 
committedly to address the spread of bird flu, but they 
may be hampered by institutional inertia. Turning to 
the USA, sources suggest that since the inauguration of 
Donald Trump on 20 January 2025, two federal agen-
cies responsible for monitoring and responding to the 
bird flu outbreak have withheld reports while cancelling 
congressional briefings and meetings with state health 
officials.32 Since then, over 600 CDC employees have been 
fired from the agency, including employees working on 
the government’s infectious disease response, including 
bird flu.33 Individual poultry workers may still be bound 
by legal reporting requirements and their normative and 
legal obligations to the birds in their care, but they would 
have no normative obligations grounded in playing 
a part in a coordinated public health response if their 
acts of vigilance were to go unheeded. There is no point 
in ringing the alarm if the fire department has been 
disbanded. This suggests that the ethics of both making 
and following microlevel vigilance requests cannot be 
fully assessed without an understanding of the wider 
political and economic contexts in which those requests 
are made.

TOWARDS AN ETHICS OF VIGILANCE
What follows from this discussion is a series of ethical ques-
tions public health authorities must ask themselves when 
making vigilance requests of citizens. These concern two 
overarching and related questions. First, should health 
authorities practise vigilance? And second, what do they 
owe individuals asked to be vigilant?

The first set of questions focuses on the macrolevel and 
concerns the obligations of states and government health 
authorities to institute practices of vigilance. They are 
less focused on the extent of health authorities’ partic-
ular obligations to the individual citizens enlisted in vigi-
lance requests than on the impersonal duties to impose 
these demands at all. As such, this first set of questions is 
broadly consequentialist in nature, concerning the risks 
and benefits of different courses of action, including 
status quo persistence, blanket prohibition or the main-
tenance of vigilance. If impersonal welfarist concerns 
justify practising vigilance, health authorities must then 

turn to the microlevel and consider their obligations to 
any individual citizens made subject to vigilance requests. 
These obligations are not just a function of the overall 
benefits of practising vigilance, but concern the partic-
ular vulnerabilities and responsibilities of those asked to 
be vigilant. I shall now consider each set of questions in 
turn.

Should we practise vigilance? If so, should ordinary citizens 
be involved?
Is the ‘risk’ against which we require vigilance actually 
normatively undesirable?
In the case of AMR, for example, the answer to this first 
question is obvious: yes, a world without effective antibi-
otics would be normatively undesirable. Why even bother 
asking it? Because it is possible for a state to be vigilant 
in pursuing entirely undesirable ends: the suppression of 
political dissent, for example. While a totalitarian regime 
is unlikely to stop in its tracks if it asks itself this ques-
tion, a level of reflexivity may be valuable for democratic 
states who might risk overreach in pursuing public health 
vigilance. For example, a public health authority consid-
ering placing restrictions on children’s use of digital 
technology must carefully consider whether such use is 
harmful to their physical and mental well-being—a ques-
tion currently the subject of heated contention34—before 
doing so. Some questions in public health decision-
making will be more difficult than deciding whether we 
should attempt to prevent pandemics or AMR.

Should we simply stop the dangerous practice altogether?
Vigilance is a response to risk. Supposing a practice 
brings with it dangers, we must ask whether it is worth 
persisting with at all. If the dangerous practice is fore-
closed entirely, then substantive vigilance—beyond 
monitoring to ensure the practice is not pursued—is not 
required. You do not need a security guard to check for 
burglars if you demolish the warehouse.

For some practices that may require vigilance, the 
answer may be a resounding yes: nuclear power is going 
to be essential in the green transition, and its risks are 
manageable and limited. Others will be more uncertain: 
are the scientific benefits of gain-of-function (GOF) 
research sufficient to justify maintaining vigilance appa-
ratus to stop lab leaks or should the practice just be aban-
doned altogether? The previous section has provided 
several reasons—on the grounds of environmental and 
animal welfare—why factory farming is not a practice 
worth being vigilant to protect. Of course, any demo-
cratic government convinced by those arguments would 
still face considerable obstacles to ending the practice: 
resistance from the powerful dairy lobby, lost votes from 
carnivorous voters and the economic shock of closing a 
profitable industry and putting an entire sector out of 
work. Such questions are complex because they concern 
wider societal interests beyond the particular crisis vigi-
lance aims to prevent. But the temporal requirements 
of vigilance—that it is an attempt to prevent negative 
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outcomes—mean that considering the desirability of 
pursuing risky actions goes hand in hand with consid-
ering the necessity of vigilance.

How can vigilance be pursued effectively?
Sometimes vigilance could be pursued effectively within 
a single nation, for example, the possibility of banning 
social media use for children within a particular country. 
This policy could be enacted even if other nations did 
not do the same. But sometimes they concern challenges 
that are global in nature. For example, even policies 
that could be instituted nationally, like a ban on factory 
farming, do not stop the threat of spillover infection that 
could spread to that nation unless other countries do 
the same. Sometimes national governments and health 
authorities will be faced with collective action problems, 
where being the only nation to regulate a practice is 
individually disadvantageous in the absence of unified 
decision making to advance proper vigilance. Full vigi-
lance may therefore require international cooperation, 
a significant challenge in an era of declining multilater-
alism and the weakening of transnational organisations.

A further example of the political challenges health 
authorities must consider when instituting vigilance 
practices is institutional fatigue and atrophy. A common 
pattern across public health is the establishment of an 
infectious disease vigilance apparatus following a crisis 
(for example, the 2002 SARS outbreak) and then the 
gradual diminishment of such programmes as the crisis 
that precipitated its development fades further in the 
rear-view mirror.35 Part of setting up a vigilance apparatus 
therefore requires making clear what conditions it oper-
ates under, when it must be sustained and under what 
conditions it could be rolled back.

What will be done in response to vigilance?
Vigilance efforts are wasted in the absence of a response 
to warning signs. Governments therefore have an obliga-
tion to plan for what action they will take when reports of 
concerning activity are made. For example, a state must 
have clear protocols in place for responding to a potential 
humanitarian crisis if an earthquake early warning system 
is triggered. The nature and extent of this response will 
be dependent on the severity of the threat vigilance is 
guarding against. This is also important on a microlevel. 
Any vigilance efforts undertaken by citizens are wasted 
in the absence of a response from the macrolevel. The 
obligations of the vigilant to promote societal well-being 
are weakened if there will be no state coordination in 
response to it. But should citizens be involved at all?

Would the risks of involving citizens in vigilance practices 
outweigh the benefits?
Supposing vigilance is judged desirable, governments 
must then assess the risks of making vigilance requests of 
citizens. Risks may impact individuals or broader commu-
nities. Governments must also consider the special obli-
gations they have to prevent harm to their citizens, a 

non-consequentialist concern that may outweigh the 
broader societal benefits of involving them in vigilance. 
Suppose a public health authority is considering asking 
individuals to report on the behaviour of their fellow citi-
zens during an infectious disease outbreak. They must 
weigh up the possible risks to individuals’ physical safety 
from reporting on their neighbours with the seriousness 
of the disease and its potential spread, before making 
such a vigilance request. They must consider whether 
such requests would be counterproductive, for example, 
through undermining solidaristic bonds sufficiently that 
the overall pandemic response is undermined. And they 
must also take into account the more difficult to measure 
cost of reconceptualising ordinary everyday experiences 
as risk factors for catastrophic harms.i

Properly answering this first set of questions requires 
evidence gathering. This evidence gathering cannot 
be exhaustive: acting with vigilance is a form of action 
consistent with the precautionary principle’s maxim 
that preventative action should be taken before we have 
conclusive knowledge of the risks of inaction. But it needs 
to be sufficient to justify instituting vigilance practices. 
First, because surveillance and intervention are expen-
sive and resource intensive. And second, because any 
decision to involve ordinary citizens in vigilance without 
evidence that their role is necessary for public health fails 
to show them full moral respect as citizens: instrumen-
talisation without justification for the burdens asked of 
them is a form of objectification inconsistent with the 
principles of a democratic society. If the decision is made 
to go ahead with vigilance requests involving publics, 
questions of what in particular is owed to those citizens 
follow.

What do we owe the vigilant?
Would being vigilant be in their self-interest or expose them to the 
risk of harm?
This is a complex question and may encompass a 
wide variety of forms of benefit and harm. Vigilance 
requests may pose physical risks, possible social 
stigma or economic harms to individuals. But bene-
fits and risks that are shared across a whole society 
should also be considered. For example, a farmer 
prohibited from using antibiotics on their farm 
animals has a share in the benefits of pursuing a 
future with limited AMR. And sometimes, pursuing 
vigilance may be in the interests of an individual even 
if it imposes costs on them, if the alternative would be 
foreclosing the practice that carries risk altogether: 
for example, imposing biosecurity requirements on 
factory farming rather than banning it. Our primary 
goal in making vigilance requests of individuals is to 
protect the overall well-being of society by preventing 
communally deleterious outcomes. But such requests 
are less demanding when acting in accordance with 

i I am grateful to Michael Wee for suggesting this particular form of 
harm.
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them is something the individual has overall rational 
self-interest to pursue.

Do they have existing obligations that overlap with the obligations 
of vigilance being asked of them?
For example, a researcher has existing professional obli-
gations to conduct research in a safe and responsible 
manner, placing substantial duties on them that other 
citizens do not possess, whatever state level restrictions 
are placed on GOF research. These concerns are sepa-
rate from self-interest arguments: professional codes of 
conduct are intended to protect others from the actions 
of the professional, not just secure the interests of the 
professional themselves. But just as with self-interest, vigi-
lance requests that align with an individual’s voluntarily 
chosen existing responsibilities should be considered less 
burdensome.

Do they have a role in generating the risk that vigilance aims to 
prevent?
Poultry farmers are to some extent responsible for 
creating the risk of bird flu that vigilance is guarding 
against. This causal responsibility generates independent 
moral responsibilities to limit its dangers. Enforcement 
of these responsibilities through state regulation may 
increase the personal consequences of non-compliance 
but not the nature of the existing moral obligations. The 
greater the extent to which the risk is generated by the 
practice in question, the less burdensome state vigilance 
requirements should be considered.

Are they uniquely placed to practise vigilance?
Members of the public cannot simply walk onto a farm 
and remove antibiotics from animal feed to prevent 
AMR. Given the clear value of vigilance in this case, the 
unique position of livestock farmers strengthens their 
obligations to act. This point is distinct from the ques-
tion of role responsibilities or causal responsibility for the 
threat. Instead, it is simply a matter of who is practicably 
able to fulfil the responsibility that there is a general soci-
etal interest in fulfilling. Being in a special position to 
fulfil such a socially valuable role provides more reason 
for those particular individuals to fulfil them. But it does 
not make those requests any less burdensome.

Should vigilance be compensated?
If the decision is made to proceed with vigilance 
requests in circumstances where potential harms to the 
vigilant are significant—considered alongside poten-
tial benefits for the vigilant, their existing obligations 
and particular role responsibilities—then there would 
be good grounds for providing compensation to indi-
viduals harmed through performing vigilance. This 
principle is grounded in obligations of reciprocity, 
where the state has a duty to provide assistance to 
individuals harmed in the pursuit of public health. 
The form of this compensation may vary depending 
on the nature of the risks the vigilant are exposed to. 
It may mean priority for medical treatment to those 

who risk exposure to a virus, economic compensation 
for those financially harmed through performing 
vigilance or public recognition for individuals acting 
in the collective interest. Individuals should be made 
aware of any compensatory measures in advance, both 
as a sign of respect for their potential sacrifices and 
to motivate compliance with such measures. Compen-
sation must be proportionate and not provide undue 
influence for individuals to take significantly greater 
risks than they would otherwise consider reasonable. 
For example, citizens should not be incentivised by 
financial benefit to seek out dead birds to report to 
the authorities as suspected bird flu cases. The goal 
is not to provide reward, but compensation for harm.

Should vigilance be legally enforced?
It is possible for governments to recommend, but not 
enforce, vigilance. The question of whether there 
should be legal consequences for failures of vigilance 
is a function of several of the previous questions on a 
macro and micro level. The more serious the threat, 
the more significant the responsibilities of individ-
uals enlisted to prevent it and the more useful legal 
threats would be in securing compliance, the greater 
the case for legal enforcement.

CONCLUSION
This paper first referred to the sociological litera-
ture to discuss and clarify the differences between 
vigilance, surveillance and other concepts in public 
health ethics. In doing so, it established the need 
for specific work on the ethics of vigilance. It then 
analysed the case study of bird flu and poultry workers 
to establish a series of questions that must be answered 
by any government or health authority considering 
instituting practices of vigilance and making vigilance 
requests of publics. Further conceptual work in the 
ethics of vigilance in public health could analyse the 
above questions in more depth and consider their 
application to different public health contexts. Work 
in empirical bioethics36 could directly engage with 
those asked to be vigilant on their perspectives on 
their moral responsibilities. Researchers could also 
turn to different disciplines to consider how they 
consider the ethics of risk management, for example, 
the literatures in climate mitigation and adaptation,37 
disaster management38 and artificial intelligence (AI) 
safety,39 to cast further light on the ethics of vigilance 
in public health.
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