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Editorial

Pandemic-Risk Pathogens
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Parasites, fungi, bacteria and viruses cause significant impact on
the community health. Of these the simplest are the viruses that
can be highly transmissible, and even can be generated from syn-
thetic DNA. Viruses can trigger outbreaks. The 1918 influenza
pandemic killed 17 million people [1]. Small pox and measles
have also been major killers. Prior to effective eradication pro-
gram, small pox caused more than 2 million fatalities a year [2].
Before the initiation of widespread vaccination, measles was
also abig killer. Advances in virology has led to the development
of vaccines and therapeutic agents that have enabled a drastic
reduction in disease burdens caused by influenza, COVID-19,
poliomyelitis, hepatitis C, HIV/AIDS etc. Recently development
of COVID-19 vaccines within a period of one year is a remark-
able example. The rapid development and deployment of these
vaccines prevented 14-20 million deaths worldwide [3].

Virology research, with its great potential of healing mankind,
is fraught with pitfalls and dangers. Researchers can become
infected while collecting specimens or performing research
in the laboratory [4]. Between 1979 to 2015, more than 2300
laboratory-acquired infections were reported [5]. Though over
the last two decades the numbers have gone down with better
practices and containment, still 300 laboratory-induced infec-
tions and 8 deaths were reported [6]. The risk to the researcher,
immediate community and the world at large remains. Though
most outbreaks have been accidental, malicious intent is not
non-existent. The access to technology to individuals outside
research institutions lack of biosecurity norms, possibility of
pathogens being stolen, research insiders going rogue, and
knowledge accessibility by Al are all matters of concern [7].
Fractured inter-personal relationships, economic and emotional
triggers and cult acts have been reported. Breach of Biological
Weapons Convention and allegations of deliberate programs by
some countries have been reported [8, 9].

Recent advances have enabled rapid identification and sequenc-
ing of genomes of new viruses. Moreover, these can be syn-
thesized, modified and manipulated [10]. These can potentially
be made more lethal by manipulation [11]. Another concern is
availability of knowledge to outsiders via Al and ChatGPT[12].

Though the benefits of pathogen research are enormous, there
are ethical obligations to make research with pandemic risk more
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safe, secure, and responsible. The ethical bodies must ensure that
i) it addresses a public health issue and is likely to be beneficial
ii) least risky research pathway is selected iii) to make sure the
positive outcomes are fairly and across-board shared iv) it does
not flout any local or international research norms and values.
Research on bio risk management to make work with pandemic
risk more safe, secure, and responsible is imperative [13]. Strict
and verifiable mechanisms need to evolve to ensure biosafety
management and security.

Although research on pandemic risk pathogens is crucial for
humanity, yet due to the potential errors, risks and security vul-
nerability, the need for local, national and international monitor-
ing cannot be over-emphasized.
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