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In the West, the effort to control infectious diseases has retreated from one which encompassed the whole of society to one undertaken by a small number of specialist professionals1 (see Box 1). Even within the specialty of public health, communicable disease control is seen as a distinct subspecialty and not the everyday business of mainstream public health, which has increasingly focused on the non-communicable diseases of lifestyle. This contrasts to areas of the world where malaria and dengue remain endemic and the concern of the whole of society.2 A similar pattern can be seen in the British Army. From the mid-nineteenth century, the British Army placed great importance on controlling infectious disease.3 This was primarily a responsibility of the chain of command, laid down in King’s Regulations and Army Council Instructions,4 with an emphasis on ‘health discipline’ to maintain combat effectiveness.5 By the mid-twentieth century British military commanders had become accustomed to confronting infectious disease, particularly malaria.5 However, the success of antimicrobials and immunisation in recent decades has seen the command’s collective memory in tackling epidemics wane.3 4 Expertise has become more specialised and centralised, akin to the experience of wider Western society.4

Box 1 Roles of communicable disease control (CDC) professionals*
Public health (consultants in communicable disease control)—provide systems leadership.
Environmental health—investigate potential sources of an outbreak.
Infectious disease physicians—provide clinical infectious disease expertise and liaison between front-line clinicians and communicable disease control team.
Microbiologists—provide laboratory microbiology expertise.
Epidemiologists—provide epidemiological advice and run epidemiological investigation.
	*This list of professionals involved in communicable disease control is not exhaustive, and other professionals provide valuable contributions to the control of infectious disease.



It is striking to see the differing reactions to COVID-19 around the world. The West, with its highly sophisticated and technological health systems, appeared to have a sluggish response. … 
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