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“Only by pooling our collective knowledge—across disciplines, across sectors, and 

across nations— will we overcome this crisis while advancing the common good and 
emerging stronger as a result”1 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Public health surveillance has gained strength and momentum during the pandemic. 
Australia established a new research centre to look at technology and also convened 
an international group of leaders to examine issues such as privacy and human 
rights. A daily report from Ontario Canada shows the comprehensive nature of daily 
public health data collection and dissemination. At Harvard in the US, the authors 
explore how new technologies are being used to address the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and in particular, the extent to which they are legitimate restrictions on a range of 
human rights, including the right to privacy, the right to health, and other social and 
economic rights. 
 

Australia 
 
Social Science Research Council: Surveillance and the ‘New Normal’ of Covid-
19: Public Health, Data, and Justice 
2021 
 
Even when the pandemic subsides, this report states that we must reckon with the 
fact that the society that emerges will be profoundly different than the one that came 
before it.  
 
In an effort to document, contextualize, and understand the impacts of the pandemic 
as they unfolded, in April 2020, the Social Science Research Council launched the 
Virtual Research Center on Covid-19. This multifaceted initiative is an effort to bring 
this knowledge of the social sciences to bear on the various changes that have been 
prompted or hastened by the pandemic. Among these transformations was a rapid 
expansion of the use of surveillance technology in public health. Many of these 
efforts, while critical to slowing the virus’s spread, also raised difficult questions 
about how to balance privacy with transparency, the individual with the collective, 
and urgency with deliberation.  
 

 
1 Alondra Nelson Social Science Research Council 
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2021-02/apo-nid311154.pdf 
 

https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2021-02/apo-nid311154.pdf
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To address these issues, in June 2020, the Council convened the Public Health, 
Surveillance, and Human Rights Network, an international group of forty leaders in 
industry, civil society, government, and academia who shared their diverse 
experiences and expertise in a series of discussions over the course of two months. 
The virus’s rapid spread necessitated equally swift responses in the form of closures, 
mask mandates, and large-scale data collection.  
 
Surveillance and the ‘New Normal’ of Covid-19 is a distillation of these cross-sector, 
transnational conversations. 
 
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2021-02/apo-nid311154.pdf 
 
 

Canada 
 
Public Health Ontario: At a Glance - Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
10th May 2021 
 
“This update is current as of 3:00 p.m. on the date it was posted. This document is a 

collation of resources for your reference”. 
 
This 37-page document is updated daily and is cited as an example of how 
comprehensive some public health agencies data are. 
 
Below shows a sample of areas covered: 
 

• Public Health Agency of Canada 

• Centres of Disease Control 

• US Food & Drug Administration 

• Public Health England 

• World Health Agency 

• Centre for Global Infectious Disease Analysis 

• National Collaborating Centre for Environmental Health 

• Johns Hopkins 

• Canada Open Data Working Group 

• Laboratories 

• Case Investigation & Contact 

• Contact tracing 

• Vaccinations 

• Guidelines for health sectors 

• Healthcare providers 

• First Responders (Ambulance, Law Enforcement, Fire Fighters 

• Dentistry, Pharmacy, and Allied Health 

• Death services 

• Congregate Living (including Long-term Care, Prisons, and Shelters 

• Veterinary services 

• Guidelines for the community 

• Masks 

https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2021-02/apo-nid311154.pdf
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• Business/workplaces 

• Schools/childcare 

• Mental health 

• Addictions 

• Transport and borders 
 
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ncov-daily-lit.pdf?la=en 
 
 

US 
 
Harvard: Health and Human Rights Journal: Analysing the Human Rights 
Impact of Increased Digital Public Health Surveillance during the COVID-19 
Crisis 
December 2020 
 
The COVID-19 public health crisis is the first truly global infectious disease threat in 
over a century. The scale of the pandemic has deepened the imperative for policy 
makers to expand beyond traditional public health mechanisms of surveillance to use 
new technologies, including global positioning systems, cell phone apps, and facial 
recognition to control the spread of SARS-CoV-2. These new surveillance 
technologies highlight longstanding tensions in public health between individual 
rights and collective interests.  
 
This article the human rights dimensions of how these new technologies are being 
used to address the COVID-19 pandemic, and in particular, the extent to which they 
are legitimate restrictions on a range of human rights, including the right to privacy, 
the right to health, and other social and economic rights. It argues that human rights 
serve two important functions in the context of public health surveillance: first, by 
offering an important framework for safeguarding the public from overreach, and 
second, by enhancing the efficacy of the mechanisms themselves to the extent that 
their use in democratic constitutional contexts relies on widescale consensual public 
opt-in.  

 
Numerous digital tools are currently being used by states and private actors for 
public health surveillance in response to COVID-19. Many of these tools raise 
human rights concerns about privacy, autonomy, and non-discrimination. To comply 
with human rights law, it is important that digital tools pass the tests of legality, 
necessity, and proportionality for the legitimate restriction of rights. 
 
To conclude,the report suggests that for digital surveillance tools to comply with 
human rights, six key considerations should be considered. In the absence of 
compelling evidence about the efficacy of digital surveillance tools, it is suggested 
that states should ensure that they are evidence-based and focus on the least 
restrictive measures, such as decentralized contact tracing.  
 
https://www.hhrjournal.org/2020/12/analyzing-the-human-rights-impact-of-increased-
digital-public-health-surveillance-during-the-covid-19-crisis/ 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ncov-daily-lit.pdf?la=en
https://www.hhrjournal.org/2020/12/analyzing-the-human-rights-impact-of-increased-digital-public-health-surveillance-during-the-covid-19-crisis/
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