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Why do we look?

• Awareness of emerging threats

• Potential risk to the UK population/British interests

• Preparedness and planning

• Inform dynamic risk assessment

• High consequence infectious diseases preparedness

• For UK government departments - more anticipatory, 

earlier decision making and reducing impacts



What do we look for?
• Identification of a new or emerging infection

• Outbreaks of epidemic potential, international and national

• New aetiology of a known disease identified

• Reports of undiagnosed illnesses

• Zoonoses, possible zoonoses and important animal diseases outbreaks 

in the UK/internationally (eg Avian influenza)

• Relevant epidemiological reports on outbreaks

• Relevant new or updated national or international public health policies 

• Journal articles to inform evidence base for guidance development 



5 PHE - Hot topics in emerging infections

Where do we look?



How do we look and verify?



Epidemic intelligence log



Risk from what and to whom?

What threat?   

• Infections: which ones? Exotic? High consequence?

• Infections at the human-animal interface: zoonosis or 

potential zoonosis?

Where in the world?

To whom?

• Risks to UK population

• Risk to UK interests overseas

• Risks to other populations



Human-Animal Infections and Risk 

Surveillance group (HAIRS)

*75% of emerging infections zoonotic in origin*

▪ UK multi-agency cross-government horizon scanning and risk 
assessment group. 

▪ Meets monthly

▪ Forum to identify & discuss infections with potential for interspecies 
transfer

▪ Undertakes routine horizon scanning for new and emerging infections 

▪ Undertakes risk assessments of new and zoonotic agents in terms of 
their potential risk to the UK population

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/human-animal-infections-and-risk-surveillance-group-hairs

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/human-animal-infections-and-risk-surveillance-group-hairs


EI Risk Assessment process

Risk = Probability and impact (and context)

2 detailed algorithms have been developed

1. Zoonotic potential

2. Risk to the UK population

Also - risk statements/narrative

Any assessment is dependent on available evidence; any conclusions made must 

be reassessed as new information becomes available (e.g. seroprevalence data, 

or asymptomatic cases)



Expected Actions 
following assessment of the risk from an incident 

or a new/emerging pathogen



Outputs – Assessment & Communication

Assessments

• Informal: discussion within the office to determine action

• Formal: risk to UK public health from international outbreaks

• HAIRS risk assessment to determine zoonotic or UK public health risk

Communication

• Daily 9:15 meeting – Department Heads, Duty Doctors & Comms

• Daily summary for PHE, cross-government & other parts of UK

• Weekly National Teleconference

• Weekly International Natural Hazard forward look (multi-agency)

- human & animal outbreaks, volcanoes and weather

• Ad hoc reporting

• Monthly “Emerging Infections Summary” (public)

• Monthly High Consequence Infectious Diseases summary (public)
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Challenges

Knowing what it is you’re looking for

Defining what’s relevant 

How much is enough?

Training & staff resources: experience, consistency

Interpretation


