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outbreak in the Republic of Korea, which started

with an imported case! and spread throughout
the country with a total of 186 cases,? revealed
the vulnerabilities of the health-care system of the
country. The situation was compounded by the unique
health-care settings in the Republic of Korea, including
crowded emergency departments and large numbers of
hospital visitors seeking care at multiple hospitals.® To
assist with the outbreak response, the Ministry of Health
and Welfare of the Republic of Korea hosted several
international joint missions that provided valuable
information and recommendations for MERS control
and prevention of future outbreaks. This report briefly
summarizes the missions’ outcomes and discusses their
positive impacts.

The 2015 Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS)

THE MISSIONS

The Republic of Korea—World Health Organization (WHO)
Joint Mission on MERS aimed to provide technical
recommendations on outbreak response measures; it was
conducted between 9 and 13 June 2015.% The mission
team was composed of 16 disease outbreak experts.
On 16 June, the ninth International Health Regulation
(IHR) Emergency Committee Meeting regarding
Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus (MERS-
CoV) was convened by teleconference.> On 19 June,
the Director-General of WHO and the WHO Regional
Director for the Western Pacific visited the Republic of
Korea to provide recommendations to the leaders of
the country.® Experts from Saudi Arabia also visited the
Republic of Korea from 12 to 18 June to share their

Republic of Korea.

MERS experience. The Republic of Korea invited experts
from the United States Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (US CDC) for technical cooperation
on MERS during the period 21 June to 1 July.
The Republic of Korea also invited experts from WHO
and the United States of America during the period
23 to 26 June to assist with recommendations for
communicable disease preparedness and response
system reforms.

RESULTS

The Republic of Korea-WHO Joint Mission provided
updates and assessments on the 2015 MERS outbreak.
Technical recommendations on outbreak control
measures were provided, including: (1) infection
prevention and control measures should immediately
be strengthened at all health-care facilities across the
country; (2) close contacts of MERS cases should not
travel during the period when they are being monitored
for symptom development; (3) implementation of basic
public health measures by all health authorities should be
continued; (4) risk communications should be strengthen
to increase domestic and international confidence and
trust; and (5) selected hospitals should be designated for
safe triage and assessment of suspected MERS cases.3

Based on the results of the Republic of Korea-WHO
Joint Mission, the IHR Emergency Committee concluded
that this MERS outbreak in the Republic of Korea did not
constitute a Public Health Emergency of International
Concern.® WHO leaders provided recommendations
to Republic of Korea government officials; WHO also
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announced its risk assessment results for this MERS
outbreak and gave advice to the general public via a
press conference.

The experts from Saudi Arabia shared MERS patient
care experience with experts of the Republic of Korea.
Epidemiological characteristics of MERS cases between
the two countries were also compared. The experts
concluded that the adjusted case fatality ratio (adjusted
by secondary infection and co-morbidity) of MERS were
similar for the two countries (also similar to the results
of a previous study’). The Saudi Arabian experts also
confirmed that MERS is transmitted mostly in droplets,
reassuring airborne infections would be extremely rare.

Experts from the US CDC technical cooperation
team conducted a comprehensive review of
the epidemiological and clinical responses to the
MERS cases. They also visited four hospitals to
observe the triage system for suspected MERS
cases. Infection prevention and control practices at
emergency departments and isolation treatment units
were also reviewed. The experts concluded that the
Republic of Korea had done an extremely thorough and
high-quality epidemiological investigation and contact-
tracing.

The WHO and United States of America experts
provided advice on strengthening the public health
system and on establishing clear leadership for outbreak
control and risk management. They also commended the
strengthened response measures across all sectors of the
government despite the limited early response efforts.

DISCUSSION

The information and advice provided by the joint missions
helped the Republic of Korea to set clear directions and
guidelines for the MERS outbreak response. The Republic
of Korea government launched measures to reform their
national infection prevention and control system and
later revised it to strengthen their communicable disease
outbreak response system.®

Based on the recommendations from the Republic
of Korea-WHO Joint Mission, the Ministry of Health
and Welfare reacted immediately by creating the MERS
portal website? and multi-language, toll-free telephone
hotline services for timely disease information sharing
and effective risk communications.’® These actions
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may have eased the mounting fear about MERS while
restoring the public’s trust in the local government’s
response measures. Using Google Trends data as a
proxy for reflecting the level of concern in the public
towards this MERS outbreak, we found Internet searches
for MERS peaked during the week of the Republic of
Korea—WHO Joint Mission and decreased substantially
thereafter.!!

These joint missions also fostered further scientific
cooperation on MERS. The Saudi Arabian experts
provided an opportunity to better understand the MERS
coronavirus through sharing patient care experience.
Joint research opportunities on sero-epidemiology for
this outbreak were explored after the US CDC team visit.
The Republic of Korea and WHO also jointly organized
the 2015 International Symposium on MERS to share
experience and new knowledge from recent MERS
outbreaks and to discuss how to strengthen public health
systems in response to future MERS outbreaks and other
threats.!2

Several limitations of the joint missions were noted,
most related to the timing. The Republic of Korea-WHO
Joint Mission and the Saudi Arabia mission occurred
during the peak of the outbreak. This prevented a more
comprehensive assessment with all relevant stakeholders
as efforts were more focused on outbreak response at
that time. The short duration of each mission was also
an impediment for more in-depth situation analysis and
review.

Engaging the international community allows the
affected country to seek advice from world-class experts
and also sends a strong message that local government is
committed to sharing information and working together
with the international community. Technical cooperation
with international partners can produce useful outcomes
for improving the communicable disease preparedness
and response system. It also provides an opportunity to
review the situation with external inputs from unbiased
perspectives. Information sharing through collaborative
activities helps allay fear in the international community.
We found important benefits of international cooperation
for combating infectious diseases, and it should be
encouraged in future outbreaks.
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