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Impact of Livestock Disease Outbreaks on 

Marine Corps Operations and Training

An animal disease outbreak in the US could have devastating effects on our economy and on the readiness of our armed forces.  Many major military installations are located in important livestock production areas.  In the event of an animal disease outbreak there would be serious impacts on military operations.  Movement of vehicles and personnel within affected areas would be severely limited and military personnel would be called upon to participate in disease control efforts.  The potential impact on the Marine Corps should be assessed in order to minimize impact to Marine Corps operations and to develop plans to support civil authorities.

The recent foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) outbreak in the United Kingdom (Feb-June 2001) caused significant impacts to readiness and morale in the UK armed forces.  Several thousand British Army soldiers and Royal Marines were pulled from regular duty for weeks at a time to provide civil support and assist in disease control efforts.  Soldiers and Marines patrolled farms, operated roadblocks and decontamination stations, and participated in culling operations to destroy livestock.  Operations and training were severely impacted as most air and ground movement were restricted or prohibited for the duration of the outbreak.  Numerous other nations (including the US) cancelled or scaled back joint exercises and training events and banned the movement of personnel and equipment across their borders.  Morale waned as personnel were either confined to their bases or required to participate in the slaughter and burning of tens of thousands of infected or at-risk animals.  Militaries of other nations, such as Taiwan, have seen even greater impacts on their operations resulting from agricultural disease outbreaks.

A similar scenario in the United States could severely impact Marine Corps operations and training.  Federal and state agriculture departments have plans to implement movement restrictions much more severe than those seen in the UK.  Due to the geographic expanse of the US, many more troops would be required to provide support to civil authorities trying to contain an outbreak.  Many key Marine Corps installations are located in agriculture-intensive areas that are particularly at risk from such outbreaks.  For example, Camp Lejeune, New River MCAS, and Cherry Point MCAS are located in or near the major livestock production region of eastern North Carolina.  In the event of a disease epidemic in the livestock population, the NC Department of Agriculture emergency plan calls for a near-total ban on road and air travel within the entire eastern part of the state.  The state plans to request support from local military installations and to ask for the suspension of all other activities and movement of vehicles and personnel within or around the installations.  Units at these bases may face a near-total ban on training and deployment.

Recent CAA study results indicate that animal disease outbreaks would severely impact Army readiness.  A large percentage of Army installations are located in agricultural areas that would be “locked down” in the event of an outbreak.  A coordinated bio-attack on multiple livestock production areas could cause widespread disruption of inter- and intra-state transportation networks, limiting the movement of personnel and equipment.  Thousands and possibly tens of thousands of soldiers would be involved in control and eradication efforts lasting for weeks or months.  Training and deployments would be severely limited or cancelled.  Movement of personnel and equipment overseas would be problematic as other nations restricted transit of US assets to prevent spread of the disease across their borders.  As a result of these studies the Army is working with federal, state, and local authorities to reduce readiness impacts while developing plans to support agriculture and law enforcement agencies.

