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Bioterrorism is a major threat to public health today. Only a few years ago bioterrorism was considered a 
remote concern, but few today are complacent about the possibility of biological agents being intentionally 
used to cause widespread panic, disruption, disease and death. The anthrax attacks in the United States, 
with the September 11 terrorist attacks on New York and Washington DC, transformed a theoretical threat to 
reality.  Strategic plans for bioterrorism preparedness and response that include the application of 
epidemiology remain viable solutions to protecting the public. Unfortunately, the leading and supportive role 
of epidemiology in bioterrorism is inadequately recognized. This paper addresses the various roles of 
epidemiology in bioterrorism preparedness and response. The authors demonstrate how epidemiologic 
clues can serve as an early warning system for a bioterrorist attack, real-time (syndromic surveillance) or 
using the traditional surveillance system. An overview of the role of epidemiology in creating bioterrorism 
awareness to health care workers and the public is highlighted. National and international disease 
surveillance networks for early bioterrorist detection and intervention are discussed. The use of theoretical 
models to simulate bioterrorist events such as in cases of anthrax, small pox, botulism and plague attacks is 
presented. The authors demonstrate how epidemiology can be used to prevent secondary bioterrorist 
attacks following a bioterrorist event. Using examples of past bioterrorist attacks the paper demonstrates 
how epidemiology plays a leading role in bioterrorism response.  In summary, the paper demonstrates how 
epidemiology can offer leadership in bioterrorism preparedness and response. 
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