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Disease Surveillance and Communication 

 

There are few empirical (as opposed to theoretical) studies of the way in which epidemic transmission, which 

is in itself an international security issue, can be linked to international relations and diplomacy.  In the 

contemporary context, some have observed a rise in transparency -- and speculate on consequent improved 

relations between nation-states leading to better communication, collaboration, supranational governance, 

and the timely sharing of critical public health information -- while others are less optimistic.   

 

The same debates relate to pan-national structures, such as whether as the European Union, the Association 

of South-East Asian Nations, or the African Union have enabled greater cooperation or increased border-

related risk levels between member states in the epidemic context.  Yet, from any perspective, in a 

hypothetical situation in which there is little or no diplomacy or supranational collaborative effort between 

different countries, the links between infectious disease control and containment strategies are inevitably 

strained.  Much like investors in global markets, nation-states seek information to limit risk exposure and 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340376660_The_future_of_international_relations_post_COVID_-19_pandemic
https://www.transparency.org/news/feature/in_times_like_these_transparency_matters_more_than_ever
https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1184430.shtml
https://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1184430.shtml
https://www.uscpublicdiplomacy.org/blog/public-diplomacy-age-pandemics
https://www.swp-berlin.org/en/publication/the-corona-crisis-and-international-relations-open-questions-tentative-assumptions/
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reduce threats; both domestic and international politics and policies can play significant roles in what 

sovereign countries are able and willing to share, particularly regarding pandemic and epidemic information. 

 

While only time will tell how the current global public health situation impacts security and international 

relations, one point does seem clear: it is only through the timely and detailed sharing of disease outbreak 

and surveillance information between countries that pandemics can be contained or prevented. The earlier 

and more efficaciously alerts can be transmitted, the better the public health outcomes – and, thus, prospects 

for regional and international security and cooperation.   

 

Limited Cooperation Scenarios 

   

In an extreme case, in which no communication exists between nations, lack of information sharing will most 

likely lead to further spread of disease.  The only way to mitigate this certainty is if limited collaborations are 

accompanied by corresponding limits on travel, mobility, and globalization: only if less harmonization can 

be connected to contained vector movement, in other words, can isolationism or international antagonism 

be seen as helping contain the spread of infectious diseases. In the same way, many would claim that the 

climate, air quality and environmental agendas have been paradoxically advanced through pandemic 

lockdown limits placed on the rapidly accelerating trends of commercial globalization. 

 

Moreover, in an age where rising nationalism may have promoted less cooperation between nations and 

supranational organizations -- and greater associated tension in some bilateral relations -- information flows 

may have been weakened; trust amongst states may have declined. For example, in the case of the ongoing 

pandemic, Chinese officials confronted some global leaders (and vice versa), while other national and 

supranational organizations have criticized Chinese officials for their initial outbreak response in Wuhan.  

 

Such criticism put China on the diplomatic offensive, with the Chinese government both requesting other 

states and organizations to temper criticism and rightly presenting their efforts later in the epidemic as 

ground-breaking. Yet related problems in objective and timely information sharing may have made epidemic 

surveillance and preparedness difficult for states, particularly for those countries that have more exposure 

to those international forces that bind them to higher levels of economic and human mobility. 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2917042/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2917042/
https://www.voanews.com/science-health/coronavirus-outbreak/china-still-not-sharing-coronavirus-information-experts-say
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340385372_Incremental_Community-Based_Exit_Strategies_for_Initiating_and_Removing_Covid-19_Lockdowns
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/340385372_Incremental_Community-Based_Exit_Strategies_for_Initiating_and_Removing_Covid-19_Lockdowns
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-52404612


 

 

The Nexus Between the COVID-19 Pandemic, International Relations, and International Security  

3 Security Nexus:  Daniel K. Inouye Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies 

Yet, promoting a form of “international social distancing” may therefore help to contain some of those 

vectors. However, the success of those measures is contingent upon both the nature of the epidemic, and 

related known information. In the 2014 West Africa Ebola outbreak, for example, patients presented with 

symptoms between two and twenty-one days after contact with infected people: information sharing and 

knowledge transfer at the earliest stages thus became a key function.  Yet such ostensibly straightforward 

cooperative elements are not necessarily easy. 

 

International Mobility Implications 

 

From international relations perspectives, therefore, states have an incentive to cooperate if their goal is to 

protect and benefit their populations and the planet more broadly. Yet there is a related need to reexamine 

the risks of global mobility -- at least in terms of the mass movement of populations for economic and political 

migration -- which can not only place highly demanding housing, shelter and welfare demands on host 

nations, but also may be linked with a host of public health problems.   

 

In this regard, it remains to be seen if the current pandemic will create a new normal in which future policies 

implement restrictions -- not on international business, professional development, or diplomatic or trade-

related missions; nor necessarily on tourism, leisure or personal travel -- but on mass labor population 

movements worldwide. If our reactions to past transnational outbreaks are any indication, sustaining such 

elements of lockdown seems both improbable and unsustainable: as long as the free market is in operation 

in the realm of low-cost and increasingly deregulated international transportation, only the imposition of 

stricter visa or screening requirements, for example, can be considered a useful tool from the public health 

perspective. 

 

If such restrictive policies were to be enacted in the long-term, related disruptions in trade, such as the 

closing of seaports and airports, may also prevent vital supplies from getting to the places that need 

assistance. Such apparently clear remedies may thus pose serious economic consequences on a global level, 

as well as for countries that are (for example) trade dependent, or heavily reliant upon tourism as a source 

of national income – despite the above-referenced environmental benefits of international travel 

curtailment. 

 

https://www.cdc.gov/vhf/ebola/history/2014-2016-outbreak/index.html
https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-goldilocks-problem-of-housing-supply-too-little-too-much-or-just-right/
file:///C:/Users/Sebastian/Desktop/Academic%20and%20Writing/APCSS/Button,%20K.%20(Ed.).%20(2017).%20Airline%20deregulation:%20international%20experiences%20(Vol.%201).%20Routledge
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Many such nation-states may also face significant epidemic-related challenges that relate to their economic 

and population security. Declines in demand and production can displace workers and decrease or reverse 

economic growth, as in West Africa during the Ebola epidemic: if such threats make their way to more rural 

and agricultural areas, food supplies are also compromised, as workers fall ill. In the same way, the current 

pandemic has exposed the danger of dependence on international supply chains for critical products; as 

nation-states compete more for medical equipment and supplies, international demand and prices increase 

for both the products, and the materials needed to make them. 

 

Beyond even the political and the economic, human mobility in the form of refugees and internally displaced 

people (IDP) also poses specific quandaries in the contemporary context. The nature of refugee and IDP 

camps are inherent flashpoints for viral transmission; limited access to health care, crowded living 

conditions, and the destruction of health infrastructures in war leave refugees and IDPs highly vulnerable to 

many kinds of infection. Should epidemiology take primacy, states have less incentive to cooperate with 

other countries and global institutions in absorbing displaced populations – a development that is to be 

feared, both on strategic and humanitarian grounds.  

  

However, curtailing optional forms of international human mobility may yet be the most benign and effective 

action from a public health emergency perspective. Thus, with the exception of refugees escaping 

persecution and war, there is a need to reexamine the risks associated with both political and economic 

migration. The former has been a facet of many war-torn areas such as Syria, Afghanistan, Myanmar, and 

South Sudan; much of the latter has been a keystone facet of both malign and benign global economic 

expansion, with international labor movements occurring more rapidly -- and across greater distances -- 

than during any other historical period. 

 

Epidemics and Security 

 

Security considerations, as well, pay into this debate.  Does neo-isolationism increase or threaten global 

security; in the three-way nexus between epidemics, national and international security, and international 

relations, what are the implications for each in adjusting to the other?  Good international relations improve 

security through greater identification with our fellow humanity, exchanges of ideas, and economic, trade, 

political and social collaboration – in economics terms, the laws of absolute and comparative advantage. But, 

what happens when public health issues strain both international relations and security at the same time: 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/08/united-states-reshape-global-supply-chains-china-reglobalization/
https://hub.jhu.edu/2020/04/20/covid-19-refugees-asylum-seekers/
https://hub.jhu.edu/2020/04/20/covid-19-refugees-asylum-seekers/
https://www.wbur.org/onpoint/2020/04/22/international-relations-coronavirus-richard-haass
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061502
https://heinonline.org/HOL/LandingPage?handle=hein.journals/jiel1&div=10&id=&page=
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what are the thresholds and trade-off points at which the latter is no longer served by the former, but instead 

becomes a threat?  In such situations, does tighter border security also improve international security? 

 

Once nations have ensured internal stability, for example, will they begin to look outward to assist their 

allies? Would allies with uncontrolled outbreaks receive the same treatment as enemies; to what extent do 

geo-strategic elements come in to play?  And, given these considerations, what are the implications for non-

permissive international intervention epidemic control efforts? More broadly, in an epidemic environment 

that includes an economic crisis, would humanitarian assistance be delivered as normal -- or would any such 

assistance be impersonal, remotely-delivered, and tokenistic?   

 

Whatever the scenario, there appears to be little possibility that the current pandemic will have a benign 

effect on domestic or regional security apparatuses. Internally, socially stigma towards those who test 

positive for the virus or those from highly-affected areas has been documented; in the United States, both 

Asians and Asian Americans have been subjected to prejudice. These unnecessary and even paranoid views 

feeds a virulent xenophobia between and within nations that may continue to grow, with large or small-scale 

social groups (from communities or countries) viewing visitors or strangers with an increasing degree of 

fear and suspicion.  Thus, while transnational outbreaks logically constitute a threat to international relations 

and regional security, they also provide an opportunistic excuse to take unjustified and unfair action. 

 

Smart Power and Epidemic Control  

 

To return to territorial considerations: should a hostile nation with an epidemic outbreak necessarily face 

infringements on national integrity or sovereignty from other nations intent on preventing an international 

transboundary pandemic; the doctrine of non-permissive international defensive (or pre-emptive) 

humanitarian intervention? If so, to what extent should soft and hard power be deployed in this context; 

what are the associated regional and global stability risks?  Would such globally-protective, but sovereignty-

threatening, steps -- even if United Nations sanctioned -- be considered acts of war, or would the vox populi 

in afflicted nations understand and support the intervention?  

 

One of the factors contributing to the successful containment of the 2014 West African Ebola outbreak was 

cohesive international relations and diplomacy, combined with military assistance. It is unlikely that this 

approach, in the current international climate, would have prevented COVID-19 from leaving China to (at 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/03/25/china-turns-inward-coronavirus-pandemic-foreigners-imported-cases/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/18/world/asia/coronavirus-china-aid.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/04/06/asians-are-stereotyped-competent-cold-heres-how-that-increases-backlash-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://apcss.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Security-nexus-MAKING-THE-MOST-OF-IT-PART-II.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14702430500336459?scroll=top&needAc
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14702430500336459?scroll=top&needAc
https://nationalinterest.org/blog/buzz/fact-us-army-went-africa-fight-ebola-virus-lessons-coronavirus-140732
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least temporarily) destabilize the world.  Clearly, the military has a logistical role – but often soft-power and 

international relations are just as effective as hard power when it comes to addressing health security, or 

when combined military and diplomatic humanitarian engagements take the form of ‘smart power’. 

 

Such joint efforts parlayed into military operations other than war (MOOTW), have a proven and effective 

track record in the public health, emergency response, and epidemic control realms.  Such efforts also 

override demands to transfer defense funding into aid that are highly unlikely to be fulfilled; instead, 

resources of the former are channeled directly into joint security and global health efforts.  With the military 

as a well-established (though occasionally reluctant) “911 Force” for humanitarian crises and disaster 

response, it is money well spent: no one can get to epicenters or construct cordon sanitaires faster -- along 

with providing associated communications, surveillance, air support, and logistics.  Thus, while pandemics 

may contain regional expansionism, generate new military roles, or force countries to turn inward, they also 

have dramatic impacts on other aspects of international relations and security (Table 1).  

 

Table 1: Pandemic issues as they relate to international relations and security 

 

International Relations International Security 

 Secure essential resources and 

supply chains (e.g. pandemic 

supplies) 

 Border closures 

 Travel restrictions to and from 

affected countries 

 Citizen evacuation and airlift 

 Expulsion of foreign workers 

 Cancellation of migration 

programs 

 Suspension of visas 

 Banning international travel from 

certain countries 

 Telework and exposure to cyber 

vulnerabilities 

 Tighter border management 

 Managing travel quarantine 

 Monitoring foreign travel 

 International contact-tracing 

 National hoarding and price hiking 

 Lack of transparency and denial 

 Geopolitical maneuvering through 

opportunity exploitation 

 Blame gaming 

 Disinformation in an uncertain environment 

 Disease migration 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20422833
https://www.americanactionforum.org/research/hard-power-budget-isnt-sufficient/
https://www.csis.org/programs/former-programs/smart-power-initiative
https://academic.oup.com/milmed/article/164/8/572/4832202
https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/a-framework-for-ngo-military-collaboration
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 Banning international sport and 

events  

 Humanitarian assistance and 

disaster relief 

 Determining causal, crisis-origin 

circumstances 

 Humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 

 Reductions in transnational crime and 

trafficking 

 

A Need for National and Supranational Epidemic Governance Evolution? 

 

Logically, epidemic and pandemic control efforts necessitate the existence and funding of competent 

international or supranational bodies or initiatives that are completely detached from political bias, 

favoritism, and corruption. The World Health Organization (WHO) may yet require a significant overhaul to 

rid itself of accusations of biased approaches and limited leadership capacity, and to warrant continued 

support from all nations – though many would claim it has been placed, in a no-win situation through a 

combination of current and prior circumstances.  Yet -- other than via proportionate funding -- how can such 

supranational bodies regain credibility, and make certain of their roles as impartial arbiters of health?   

 

The extent to which other related global relationships, national entities, and supranational organizations 

have performed in the current case will only be clear in retrospect: it will quite possibly emerge that a 

combination of right- and left-wing polices – cherry-picking elements of travel and visa restrictions, greater 

health security and diplomacy investments, and other defensive and protective policy aspects from the two 

highly divergent sets of agendas -- will be the guiding paradigm for the decades to come.  Despite the mutual 

antipathy between contemporary political perspectives in the United States, there are elements of each 

agendas -- what has been called bipartisanism, or post-partisanship -- that will be crucial to the future of 

humanity.  Taking this forward in a proactive, positive, and productive manner requires that neither side be 

vilified. 

 

Yet are public health arguments enough, in themselves, to justify neo-isolationist policies and associated 

connotations or accusations of quasi-Luddite regressiveness; in reality, can either pandemics or globalization 

be controlled by human efforts?  How do we balance risks associated with vector mobility versus global 

equality and freedom of movement -- or are the two issues only spuriously connected, anyway?  In the same 

way, if greater political authoritarianism results in better epidemic control -- witness the governments of 

Hungary, Poland and many other countries to less extensive or implicit extents -- can this be considered 

https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/blog/fighting-coronavirus-pandemic-chinas-influence-world-health-organization
https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/blog/fighting-coronavirus-pandemic-chinas-influence-world-health-organization
https://www.globalresearch.ca/politics-corruption-who/5702045
https://www.hudson.org/research/15912-world-health-organization-under-fire-for-alleged-pro-china-bias
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jordan_Tama2/publication/266137056_Congress_is_Already_Post-Partisan_Agreement_Across_the_Aisle_on_US_Foreign_Policy/links/5668486508ae7dc22ad19fac/Congress-is-Already-Post-Partisan-Agreement-Across-the-Aisle-on-US-Foreign-Policy.pdf
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/04/14/hungary-viktor-orban-authoritarianism-cant-eradicate-coronavirus-by-decree/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/22/world/europe/poland-hungary-coronavirus.html
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acceptable if such steps create international tension?  Once again, we must ask: what is the price we are 

willing to pay for public health, in the security and diplomatic contexts? 

 

Political Implications 

 

Politically, international tensions naturally heighten if states blame each other for pandemic spread. 

Similarly, political leaders who become infected can disrupt political decision making while also increasing 

uncertainty about the leaders’ capabilities within the country; Iran’s leadership has recently been severely 

compromised in this manner.  In the same way, infected military personnel can compromise troop readiness 

and combat effectiveness: the appearance of the epidemic on board the aircraft carrier USS Theodore 

Roosevelt crippled its operational capacity, with 840 of 5,000 crewmembers testing positive for the virus.   

 

Similarly, in the political-epidemic context the risk of xenophobia amongst states may all the while continue 

to grow. As nation-states blame each other, political entrepreneurs seeking power advantages within their 

own states can use epidemics to gain support within their national political arenas; thus, while Iran’s 

leadership has come under stress without revolution, other regimes may choose to manipulate 

circumstances to crack down on dissent, or engender nationalist sentiment. 

 

At the domestic level, the inability of nation-states to curtail an epidemic or pandemic effectively can also 

lead to perceptions amongst the public that the ruling regime may be ineffective or unable to confront the 

challenges they pose. Such problems are not unfounded in recent crises: throughout the Ebola outbreak in 

West Africa, the limited capacity of all three governments -- Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia -- to contain 

the epidemic effectively led to violence and protests, eventually requiring a large-scale external intervention 

to help contain spiraling instability in all three countries.  

 

In the case of Guinea, the country’s perceived laissez-faire response caused European and American 

governments to lose confidence in local ability to control the worsening situation. All of these reactions called 

into question many governments’ abilities (and even their legitimacy) to manage the problems that public 

health emergencies present.  In contrast, the so-called "temporary authoritarian measures" instituted by 

Taiwan, South Korea, and Singapore quickly controlled down the spread of the contagion in the current 

context. Yet is neo-authoritarianism and associated human security issues any more benign, in the long term?   

 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/irans-coronavirus-crisis-complicated-by-lack-of-public-confidence-in-leaders-11583442431
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COVID-19_pandemic_on_USS_Theodore_Roosevelt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/COVID-19_pandemic_on_USS_Theodore_Roosevelt
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-28879471
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/03/28/coronavirus-far-will-surveillance-go-name-public-health/
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Whatever the answers, most likely there will have been, looking back, opportunities for different approaches 

that might have contained the current epidemic more effectively.  Ironically, it is only through international 

relations, communications and transparency that both health and security can be advanced, even if this 

diplomacy requires the unpleasant discussion of measures that further isolate countries from each other in 

the interests of public health and – sometimes, but not always -- international security and stability. 

 

The views expressed in these articles are those of the author and do not reflect the official policy or position 
of DKI APCSS, the U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, the U.S. Department of Defense, or the U.S. government.  
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