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U.S. NATIONAL SECURITY AND

GLOBAL HEALTH: AN ANALYSIS OF
GLOBAL HEALTH ENGAGEMENT BY THE
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE

Eugene V. Bonventre, Kathleen H. Hicks, and Stacy M. Okutani'

Executive Summary

Despite a broadening consensus that global health care efforts have an impact on national and
global security, the U.S. national security community’s efforts to address global health are weak
and uncoordinated. The 2006 National Security Strategy states that “development reinforces
diplomacy and defense, reducing long-term threats to our national security by helping to build
stable, prosperous, and peaceful societies.” While the U.S. government struggles to find the right
balance among the “three Ds” of defense, diplomacy, and development, the U.S. military has
increased its involvement in global health where it perceives the diplomacy and development to be
underresourced—or to achieve its own specific objectives. As efforts to renew the capabilities of
civilian agencies proceed, it is an appropriate time to step back and consider the role that the U.S.
Department of Defense (DoD) currently plays in global health, the impact of its health activities
on national and regional security, and the role it could play to support a newly balanced U.S.
foreign policy.

The intersection of global health and national security is usually discussed in terms of “threats”
and is best understood in the context of biosecurity, biosurveillance, and medical
countermeasures. Less well understood are the importance of health development in fragile or
conflict-affected states and the issue of health diplomacy in bilateral and multilateral relations.
Recent reports have highlighted the potential relevance of chronic disease, water and sanitation,
and access to basic health care on the stability, security, economic stability, and legitimacy of
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governments.’ This paper attempts to frame health and security in terms of the “opportunities”
they present to advance both the United States’ objectives and the quality of global health care.

DoD plays a critical supporting role in the nation’s interagency response to human-made and
natural disasters. It provides unparalleled logistical, air transport, and sea transport capabilities, as
well as expeditionary medical personnel, to protect the health and welfare of populations affected
by crises. In addition, DoD’s extensive network of laboratories, technologies, therapies, and
medical expertise is a key component in the overall U.S. and international global health
surveillance and response system. Myriad DoD programs have an impact on global health, but
each has different and sometimes conflicting objectives. Some short-term DoD activities risk
undermining the longer-term objectives of civilian development agencies. Although, relative to
the huge overall DoD budget, the small amounts in DoD programs spent on global health make it
difficult to garner the attention of senior DoD leaders, these expenditures represent large sums to
developing nations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), which have pointed out that
much can be accomplished in global health with small monetary outlays.

In combat environments such as Iraq and Afghanistan, DoD has a clear responsibility to protect
the health of its forces. But it has been thrust into an unanticipated role in the reconstruction of
host-nation medical capability and infrastructure, given the relative lack of adequately resourced
expeditionary capacity among civilian U.S. government agencies. The counterinsurgency strategy
of “clear, hold, and build” requires a swift and agile entry of agencies that can build essential
services, including health, water, and sanitation, within a very small window of opportunity. But
civilian agencies are woefully underresourced, and aid mechanisms are complex, inflexible, and
uncoordinated. If U.S. civilian agencies are not sufficiently mobilized, or if their NGO
implementing partners are not willing to participate in such a “securitized” version of relief and
development efforts, then the military will fill perceived gaps. New civilian structures have been
created to plan and implement reconstruction and stabilization missions, without achieving a
consensus on the strategies required for health-sector reconstruction to reduce the risk that
conflicts will recur or ensuring that individual agencies play complementary roles. Civil-military
dialogue on these issues is vital, and it must take into account the voice of civil society and the
post-conflict nation itself.

The most controversial areas of DoD’s involvement in global health are diplomacy and
development. In both, DoD is best equipped to serve in a supporting role to NGOs and civilian
government agencies. Progress on creating an appropriate, fiscally responsible role for DoD in
these areas is hindered by the lack of a whole-of-government strategic approach and of productive
debate on the effect that a more integrated civil-military process would have on the NGO
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implementing partners of civilian agencies. To better define and prioritize the duties and goals of
such involved agencies, including DoD, the U.S. government should take these steps:

= Create a strategy for global health that balances the security dimension appropriately within a
holistic national and international approach and clearly articulates the role of global public
health within the U.S. national security strategy.

= Create a global health security cooperation plan to guide DoD investments that build the
capacity of partner militaries’ public health, medical, and veterinary systems in a way that
complements the health development and health security efforts of civilian agencies and
multilateral partners.

»  Ensure that DoD’s global health actions support security and stability by improving
coordination between the undersecretary of defense for policy, the assistant secretary of
defense for health affairs, geographic combatant commands, and their subordinate agencies
and components.

» Combine civilian and military disease surveillance and outbreak response capabilities, and
create a synergy between these activities and the public health systems capacity-building
efforts of U.S. government agencies.

= Revise U.S. military training plans to support and complement building partner militaries’
public health and medical care capacities.

= Create an integrated interagency assessment and evaluation system to measure both the health
and the security outcomes and effects of the interventions noted above.

These steps will require an expansion of resources of the State Department and the U.S. Agency
for International Development and strong political leadership from these agencies, as well as more
robust political will and support from Congress. But by taking these steps, the U.S. government
will become better able to meet its global health, foreign policy, and national security objectives,
without an expansion of the DoD’s budget or authorities.

Overview

Global health and U.S. national security are inexorably intertwined. “Global health” is
increasingly understood as a strategic approach to health promotion and disease prevention that
transcends national interests in an increasingly globalized, multilateral, and interdependent world.
Framing the issue of health this broadly requires consideration of safe water, sanitation, and
animal health, rather than medical care alone. The health of human and animal populations
overseas can affect nearly every aspect of Americans’ safety and prosperity—from trade to the
stability of foreign governments and populations, to the physical well-being of U.S. citizens at
home.

As shown by the cautionary example of how the severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) virus
reached Toronto by commercial airliner after the disease’s outbreak in China, protecting any
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