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Introduction

Wildlife health is integral to functioning, complex ecosystems [1], directly and indi-
rectly influencing the health of people, animals, plants, and the environment [2—4].
Healthy wildlife populations are essential for ecosystem services and are at the heart
of the One Health approach [3,4], which aims to sustainably balance and optimize
the health of people, animals, and ecosystems through multisectoral and transdisci-
plinary collaboration [5].

Despite its importance, wildlife health initiatives often operate in silos, limiting
capacity to address transboundary threats such as emerging diseases, pollution, and
environmental changes. Anthropogenic changes, including habitat loss, degradation,
fragmentation, and unsustainable harvesting, exacerbate wildlife health challenges
[6-9]. These pressures disrupt species biology and alter host-pathogen dynamics
[10—12], underscoring the importance of coordinated collective action in addressing
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harmful effects on the health of wild animals. While local conservation efforts are
vital, long-term success in safeguarding biodiversity requires a unified, global net-
work. For instance, without harmonized surveillance and response systems, individ-
ual institutions cannot effectively track pathogens across borders or share diagnostic
capabilities.

The World Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH) Collaborating Centre Network
for Wildlife Health—WOAH-WildNet—was established to bridge these gaps. By foster-
ing global collaboration, sharing resources, and enabling data exchange, WOAH-
WildNet provides a transformative, systems-based approach to wildlife health,
managing risks, and enhancing ecosystem resilience. Central to this mission is break-
ing down silos to promote intersectoral coordinated responses to complex wildlife
health challenges.

The WOAH collaborating centre network for wildlife health

The WOAH-WildNet aims: “To maintain a global network of wildlife health institu-
tional leaders that support knowledge development, information exchange, and
expertise sharing; by enhancing communication, collaboration, and engagement
among Collaborating Centres to advance wildlife health for WOAH Members around
the world.”

The network aims to enhance global wildlife health by supporting and coordinating
efforts among the WOAH Collaborating Centres (https://www.woah.org/en/what-we-
offer/expertise-network/collaborating-centres/), Reference Centres, and other wildlife
health institutions of international repute. WOAH-WildNet provides a platform for
sharing scientific expertise among its network members and facilitates a systems
approach by enabling transformative processes through the Four Cs: Communica-
tion, Coordination, Collaboration, and Capacity Strengthening [5], to increase resil-
ience among its network institutions [13].

The network’s transformative potential lies in its ability to operationalize One
Health in a more resource and time-efficient manner through coordinated implemen-
tation and embed wildlife health into One Health, moving beyond conceptual align-
ment (Fig 1). WildNet aims to shift wildlife health from a project- or outbreak-based
reactionary approach to a standards-aligned and systems-based transformative
approach. It can do so by connecting technical excellence (including diagnostics,
surveillance, and policy) with institutional mechanisms (such as standards adoption,
training, and data sharing) across 183 WOAH Member countries and territories. For
example, the network can help harmonize protocols to diagnose harmful infectious
pathogens, such as avian influenza virus, in wildlife across multiple continents,
enabling cross-border data comparability that—on a global scale—did not previously
exist. In contrast, fragmented responses to previous wildlife disease outbreaks—such
as the independent national investigations during chytrid fungus emergence that
caused the collapse of many amphibian populations—demonstrated the inefficiencies
and lost opportunities that WildNet could now address through shared standards,
open communication channels, and joint training. These examples show how the net-
work could convert siloed national and reactive expertise into a globally coordinated,
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Fig 1. The World Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH) Collaborating Centre Network for Wildlife Health (WOAH-WildNet) transformative
cycle links global coordination, knowledge exchange, local implementation, and feedback within a One Health framework, illustrating how
continuous collaboration drives adaptive and resilient approaches to global wildlife health. This figure was created by the authors and is pub-
lished under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0) licence.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pstr.0000228.g001

proactive, standards-aligned systems-based approach, representing a genuine transformative change in how wildlife
health is governed and practiced.

Established in 2023, the network currently comprises 19 founding designated WOAH Collaborating Centres spanning five
continents, supported by a Secretariat and Chairs. The network offers several unique advantages. First, it is mandated by
the WOAH’s Wildlife Health Framework and backed by WOAH, a 100-year-old intergovernmental organization and the global
authority on animal health. This multilateral backing provides the capacity to translate science into international standards,
including the WOAH Terrestrial and Aquatic Codes and the WOAH Wildlife Health Framework (2021), which guide the 183
Members (States and Territories) of WOAH in surveillance, biosecurity, and safe wildlife trade practices. Unlike other net-
works that focus on single diseases or regions, WOAH-WildNet provides the first global platform that unites international
standards and authorities, such as the WOAH Terrestrial Animal Health Code and the Aquatic Animal Health Code, with
scientific coordination. This dual role facilitates real-time data sharing and standardized protocols across all wildlife health
domains.

WOAH-WildNet brings together multidisciplinary and multisectoral expertise to address complex wildlife health chal-
lenges in terrestrial, marine, and freshwater aquatic ecosystems. The network draws on wildlife risk management exper-
tise, epidemiology, pathology, genetics, bioinformatics, conservation biology, public health, environmental, and social
sciences, incorporating systems thinking within the One Health approach to ensure inclusive, effective stakeholder
engagement.
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Network activities and impact

WOAH-WildNet supports the development of standards and guidelines, including chapters relevant to wildlife health
in the WOAH Terrestrial and Aquatic Manuals, identifies gaps in planning and implementing wildlife health initiatives
at the global level, and contributes to the WOAH Wildlife Health Framework implementation [14]. It also serves as a
resource pool for ad hoc requests for information from WOAH and its 183 Members promoting evidence-based deci-
sion making.

The network is building on scientific excellence to improve the health of wild terrestrial and aquatic animal populations
through state-of-the-art research and science-policy translation. It is contributing to the development of wildlife health stan-
dards, risk guidance, recommendations, and plans through engagement with national veterinary authorities, conservation
agencies, Indigenous and local community representatives, nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), academia, and
research institutes using participatory workshops, simulation exercises, and co-development of surveillance priorities to
ensure equitable inclusion and locally relevant outcomes, while transparently communicating both the progress achieved
and challenges encountered. Current undertakings include the development of a standard operating procedure for wildlife
outbreak investigations and a gap analysis for Chapter 1.1.2 of the WOAH Terrestrial Manual (collection, submission, and
storage of diagnostic specimens) so that the manual can be updated to better meet the needs of WOAH members and all
stakeholders in wildlife disease investigations.

The network will connect with other relevant networks, such as those using Global Early Warning System (GLEWS+; a
collaborative early warning and risk-assessment platform focused on zoonotic and animal disease threats at the human-
animal-environment interface), implementing the FAO-UNEP-WHO-WOAH Quadripartite One Health Joint Plan of Action,
IUCN SSC'’s in using the risk analysis approach to improve wildlife health outcomes, and Wildlife Disease Association
(WDA) regional networks. We are leveraging overlapping network memberships to maximize synergies in the wildlife health
and broader One Health domains, including livestock, pet, human, and environmental health. It will draw on this diverse
expertise to develop sustainable surveillance approaches and strengthen global wildlife health initiatives by addressing
the evolving needs of WOAH Members. Together, this network offers significant opportunities for collaboration, expertise
sharing, standardizing processes, and information (including protocol) exchange toward addressing global wildlife health
challenges. It will also enhance the understanding and management of risks to both wildlife health and the stability of the
network itself by forming resilient and synergistic partnerships that recognize the needs, motivations, and values of all
stakeholders [15].

The network will become sustainable in the long run through its members taking ownership, maintaining motivation
levels, and mobilizing financial and human resources through WOAH and the network constituents. Integrating network
activities into network member workflows and capacity-building approaches will be key to long-term success.

Outlook

A global wildlife health Collaborating Centre network can be transformative by promoting a shift from isolated reactions to local
wildlife health challenges to proactive, coordinated, preventative approaches that connect local solutions through global coor-
dination and local actors to broader expertise. By uniting expertise across disciplines and regions, the network will help enable
early detection of emerging diseases, rapid and more effective responses to disease outbreaks, novel solutions to long-term
problems, and data-driven conservation strategies that can be implemented at the required local, regional, or global geograph-
ical scale. It will foster standardized surveillance, enhance knowledge exchange, and bridge gaps between wildlife, domestic
animal, and human health, advancing the One Health approach. This transformation would help mitigate biodiversity loss and
zoonotic spillover risks and build resilience against future pandemics and outbreaks in humans and animals, ensuring a more
sustainable coexistence between humans and nature. By advancing the role of wildlife health within the One Health approach,
WOAH-WildNet aims to play an important role in addressing global health and conservation challenges.
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