RELEASE: Navy Laboratory Directly Supports The Maritime Strategy Through Health Diplomacy   

By: CDR Cappy Surette, Bureau of Naval Medicine Public Affairs

[image: \\namru3-cls-02\NAMRU3 Pictures\2009\LATEST\Vice Admiral Visiting Namru on 9-10 Dec 2009\DSC_0116.JPG]CAIRO, EGYPT  -- A U.S. Navy laboratory in Egypt initially developed in 1940's to protect the health of U.S. service personnel by doing local research and disease surveillance, has evolved into a notable public health presence in the region where it operates.  Created as part of the U.S. Typhus Commission to prevent a Typhus epidemic among troops and refugees during World War II, U.S. Navy Medical Research Unit 3 (NAMRU-3)'s early success spurred the Egyptian government to invite the U.S. Navy to continue their partnership on disease research and detection along with Egyptian scientists.   The command has since developed into the largest overseas military medical research facility in the world and plays a key U.S. foreign policy role in terms of medical diplomacy.  

"NAMRU-3 is plays a unique role in the U.S. military," said Vice Adm. Adam Robinson, Navy Surgeon General, during a visit to the command Dec 10.  "In the history of the world, infectious diseases have put more people down than spears, guns or bombs," said Robinson.  "This is why it is vital we maintain forward-deployed units like NAMRU-3 where there is a persistent focus on force health protection, research and development and health diplomacy."

While the initial mission of the command was maintaining the health of deployed servicemen, NAMRU-3 has become part of the public health system in Africa and across the Middle East.   Today, U.S. naval personnel and scientists collaborate with regional research groups in the fields of disease surveillance, vaccine development, and vector control for tropical diseases.  They also train local scientists in areas of medical research and dealing with public health challenges.

"Medical research and disease detection is how we partner with nations. Detecting what makes people sick early allows us to develop preventive methods for our own forces which we also share with health officials in countries throughout the region," said Navy Capt. Ken Earhart, Commanding Officer of NAMRU-3.  "Our relationship is mutually beneficial because we share our findings with the local authorities throughout the region and help them develop their own capability of disease surveillance and treatment."

When H1N1 influenza was identified as a potential pandemic infectious disease, personnel from NAMRU-3 worked closely with U.S. Central Command and U.S. Africa Command and the World Health Organization (WHO) to improve surveillance, diagnostic capabilities, and assist with potential outbreak investigations throughout the region.  The WHO Eastern Mediterranean Regional Office (EMRO) requested the Navy lab serve as the regional reference center for H1N1 and their work was supported by the Global Emerging Infections and Surveillance Response System (GEIS) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 

Earhart explained that NAMRU-3 provided focused laboratory assessment, training, emergency supplies, and quality assurance feedback of in theater testing from Afghanistan to Djibouti. "The expeditionary nature of Navy medicine was critical to DOD's global health response to the H1N1 pandemic," said Earhart.

NAMRU-3 also worked closely with WHO and CDC to train 30 Host Nations, including all National Influenza Centers (NICs) throughout the region. These NICs are in country laboratory referral centers, which help to isolate and identify new strains of influenza. NAMRU-3 teams trained laboratory technicians from each country, provided initial supplies for diagnosis and coordinated distribution of CDC H1N1 kits to each country.

Robinson told personnel from NAMRU-3 during an All Hand's call that the command provides direct support to the Navy's maritime strategy.  "NAMRU-3 was a vanguard in establishing credible relationships with partner nation medical authorities which is the foundation of the trust we enjoy today," said Robinson.  "The work you do here is a real service to the Navy, the
United States and the world."     
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