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The global population has greater mobility through increased 
international travel and trade, however, this may potentially 
increase the risk of spreading an infectious disease epidemic 
from one country to another, initiating a global, public health 
emergency. Recent infectious disease epidemics such as Ebola Virus 
Disease in West Africa in 2014, and the Middle East Respiratory 
Syndrome (MERS) outbreak in the Republic of Korea (ROK) 
in 2015, have demonstrated the need for effective collaboration 
amongst responding countries to stop rapid transmission of such 
diseases [1, 2]. There are several mechanisms and initiatives that 
facilitate international cooperation to address such crises. The 
World Health Organization (WHO) has International Health 
Regulations (IHR) that require a country to report certain disease 
outbreaks and public health events. These reporting requirements 
help the international community to prevent and respond to public 
health emergencies that have the potential to cross borders and 
threaten health worldwide [3]. Since 2014, the United States (US) 
has led an international effort to integrate its biodefense strategy 
for preempting an outbreak, and has committed to partner with 
other countries in order to achieve the Global Health Security 
Agenda (GHSA) goal for preventing, detecting, and responding to 
infectious disease threats [4]. 

Since 2011, the ROK and the US have collaborated to enhance 
biological defense capabilities that are required for the early 
detection, identification, and response to naturally occurring and 
intentional biological events in the ROK. This “Able Response 
(AR) Initiative” promotes a “whole-of–government or multi-
sectoral” approach that leverages findings and outcomes identified 
in a series of scripted, tabletop, and functional exercises. In the 
past several years, the AR Initiative has increased awareness and 
improved coordination activities between the ROK and the US 
and, more importantly across government and defense agencies 
in the ROK. Key outcomes identified the need for refinements in 
policies, practices, and biosurveillance tools.

Bilateral AR exercises between the ROK and the US were 
held to enhance preparedness for and response to, biological 
events in the Korean Peninsula. The AR exercises have grown 
considerably in sophistication and size and have become a model 
for international exercises on biological events that involve inter-
ministerial and inter-agency cooperation [5]. During August 2014, 
military and civilian government officials, and the staff from a 
number of agencies from both the ROK and the US, participated 
in the AR 2014 (AR14) exercise. The GHSA recognizes that 
prevention, detection and response to biological events are crucial 
for protecting citizens of all nations, regardless of the origin of an 
outbreak or pandemic [6].  

In the current issue of Osong Public Health and Research 
Perspectives, Tak provides a critical review of the AR14 exercise, 
focusing on communication and coordination amongst nations 
and governmental agencies [7]. A comprehensive assessment of 
the AR14 exercise was performed and recommendations for future 
improvements proposed. The article describes the collaborative 
response to biological events between the ROK and the US since 
2011, through  inter- and intra-governmental exercises in Korea. 
These exercises highlighted the US interest in increasing global 
biosurveillance capability, and the ROK’s interest in improving 
cooperation amongst ministries so that they can provide a 
coordinated response to crises. 

The AR exercises, improved coordination among ROK and US 
government and defense agencies responding to potential bio-
threats, identifying additional refinements for further development 
of policies and practices. In 2014, to facilitate more effective 
communication among participating agencies and countries, 
including Australia, the AR exercise employed a Biosurveillance 
Portal (BSP) . 

The ROK-US bilateral exercise, AR14, confirmed that the 
‘whole-of-government’ response to complex biological events 
could only be achieved when there is continuing, multilateral 
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coordination and cooperation in the prevention, detection, and 
response procedures. Enhancing the current biosurveillance 
capabilities of both countries can best be achieved by incorporating 
a more realistic response in future scenarios, by integrating a 
tactical response episode into the exercise. The practical benefits 
gained from the AR14 exercise will further equip both countries 
with essential capabilities for developing a highly effective ‘whole-
of-government’ response to biological events. 
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