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REPORT ON THE APEC WORKSHOP

Implementation of APEC Action Plan on the Prevention and Response to Avian & Influenza Pandemics: Progress Review and Building Capacity for Future Work

(7-8 May 2007, Ha Noi, Viet Nam)

Introduction

APEC WORKSHOP entitled “Implementation of APEC Action Plan on the Prevention and Response to Avian & Influenza Pandemics: Progress Review and Building Capacity for Future Work” was held from 7-8 May 2007 in Ha Noi. Chair of the APEC Heath Task Force, representatives from seventeen APEC member economies, and representatives of the WHO, UNDP, UNSIC, and ADB attended the Workshop.
The main objective of the Workshop was to create an opportunity for APEC member economies to share information and experiences on the implementation of the APEC Action Plan on the Prevention and Response to Avian & Influenza Pandemics, to identify capacity building needs, to discuss priority areas and future capacity building activities to ensure the effective and successful implementation of the Action Plan. 
The Workshop was opened by HE. Mr. Le Cong Phung, First Foreign Minister for Foreign Affairs of Viet Nam. Madame Bersabel Ephrem, Chair of APEC Health Task Force also delivered opening remarks which highlighted the recent and upcoming work of the HTF on implementing the Action Plan and put forward some thoughts on APEC’s future work. Member economies expressed their appreciation to Viet Nam for taking the initiative to host this important workshop.
Session I: Reviewing the implementation of the APEC Action Plan 

Thirteen APEC member economies (including Australia; Brunei; Canada; China; Hong Kong, China; Indonesia; Japan; Malaysia; PNG; Chinese Taipei; Thailand; the US and Viet Nam) presented their reports on the progress in implementing the Action Plan. The Action Plan has been seriously implemented at both domestic and international levels. A wide range of activities have been conducted in all 5 main areas of the Action Plan. In this process, close collaboration and cooperation with private sector and relating international technical agencies has been established. Some reports concluded with specific lessons and recommendations on priorities and future actions and direction for the fight against Avian and Influenza Pandemics. All the reports will be submitted to the Health Task Force.

Session II: Achievements and obstacles in implementing the Action Plan

There were four presentations in this session which mainly focused on sharing experiences in implementing the Action Plan and identifying challenges and difficulties faced by member economies in dealing with Avian and Influenza Pandemics. 

Hong Kong, China shared the view that the Government was committed to implementing the APEC Action Plan.  The Government Preparedness Plan for Influenza Pandemic of Hong Kong, China has defined  five strategic principles which matched well with the five main areas of the APEC Action Plan. Hong Kong, China has been successful in: i) establishing good public-private collaboration (including a mobilization mechanism for volunteers); ii) minimizing human infection possibility by implementing a series of preventive and surveillance measures targeting poultry and birds; iii) supporting enterprises in developing business continuity preparedness ; and iv) building up risk communication infrastructure with risk communication strategies involving the mass media. While the preparedness work was ongoing, a number of challenges such as sustaining the community awareness on avian/pandemic influenza remained ahead. 
Indonesia shared with other economies their challenges and difficulties that they were coping with in the fight against avian and influenza pandemics. These challenges came from all sectors such as society, animal health, public health as well as public awareness. Low understanding among community and decision makers, limitation of resources (including personnel, materials, and finance), lack of infra-structure in animal health, limitation of hospital equipment, and limited public awareness were also challenges faced by Indonesia and other developing member economies.

Viet Nam indicated that it made much progress in responding to the outbreaks of the disease thanks to the strong commitment and leadership from the government, early detection and response, enhancement of information transparency, education and communications, promotion of international cooperation. Viet Nam was currently moving towards strategies aimed at risk control and reduction over a longer time scale, emergency planning and preparedness, improvement of data management and information flow.

Representatives from the UNDB in Ha Noi shared experiences in building the partnership between the Viet Nam government and international donors, NGOs and other stakeholders. 

Member economies raised some questions on member economies’ experiences in development of cooperation with business sector, such as ABAC, monitoring mechanism, and the effective policy on banning backyard and slaughtering poultry in wet markets. Participants also suggested that coordination in any partnerships should be always a key area that requires special attention and investment; despite the fact that many stakeholders might be involved, governments should take a leading role and  donors should be more active in realizing promises on contribution.   

Session III: Future actions to enhance Avian and Influenza preparedness and required capacity building

Representatives from the WHO, UNSIC, the US, China and Canada made presentations on the current situation of avian influenza and pandemic preparedness in the APEC region and provided many recommendations for the future work.

According to the representative from the WHO, Dr Hans Troedsson, the H5N1 virus had become firmly entrenched in many parts of Asia, human H5N1 infections continued to occur with some instance of limited human-to-human transmission and the pandemic threat remained serious and persisted. In order to improve pandemic response to an outbreak of pandemic influenza, Dr. Troedsson recommended a phase-wise intervention including three phases, i.e. averting avian influenza, rapid response and containment, and pandemic response, among which, early detection, reporting and response were highlighted to be the most important tasks. He recommended a pyramid-shape pandemic response composing of medical interventions (antiviral drugs, vaccines, medical care) at the top, resting upon non-medical interventions (personal hygiene, travel restriction, quarantine, social distancing, etc), with social services (security, food & water supply, transportation, telecommunication, etc) forming the base supporting all other activity. Dr Hans Troedsson also pointed out necessary steps and a timeline starting from the time a case is reported to decision making and final operation, of which he emphasized the importance of quick decision making with high involvement of political concerns. As far as capacity building was concerned, WHO highly recommended future actions for AI and pandemic influenza should be contributing to long-term and generic capacity building required under the International Health Regulations, of which core capacity areas must be surveillance and response and designated points of entry. For the Asia Pacific Region, he suggested that the core capacity could be improved by the Asia Pacific Strategy for Emerging Diseases endorsed in September 2005 with five main objectives: (i) reduce the risk of emerging diseases; (ii) strengthen early detection of outbreaks; (iii) strengthen rapid response; (iv) strengthen effective preparedness; (v) develop sustainable technical collaboration within the Asia Pacific Region.

Dr. Troedsson also said that a lot of human resources, money and time were invested in meetings but results were not always effective. The problem requires appointing the right people to participate in meetings to ensure the best outcomes.

Mr. Koji Nabae, UNSIC representative, briefed on the UN Consolidated Action Plan which set out UN system activities and financial requirements up to December 2007. Among the seven objectives of the Action Plan, he emphasized the Objective of Coordination of National, Regional and International Stakeholders. This would create an interaction network among global institutions like UN, FAO, WHO, UNICEF, UNDP, etc., regional organizations (ASEAN, APEC, AU), regional development banks and donor agencies, and domestic governments. He also highlighted the importance of public information and communication to support behavior change. Given the fact that people still lacked of adequate awareness of and knowledge of proper behavior towards avian influenza because of information shortages, he insisted on media involvement, communication campaigns carried out by governments to raise the awareness and share information among the public, thus helping people to protect themselves against avian and pandemic influenza. He also echoed the view shared by many representatives that the fight against avian influenza should attract involvement of business sectors, especially the tourism and travel sectors. Dr Koji Nabae also emphasized that APEC was a unique forum in the region in terms of geography, membership as well as linkages with other factors. This forum could act as a coordinator in organizing valuable regional workshops to discuss this problem, which other bilateral relationship could not do.

Dr. Michael Iademarco of the United States reviewed the US’s current efforts for improving international response and preparedness to pandemic influenza. In fact, APEC’s pace of progress in implementing the Action Plan on Avian and (Human) Influenza Pandemics is encouraging, but there is a lack of concrete metrics and monitoring mechanisms as well as clear implementing mechanisms. Although the Plan  focuses on long-term solutions, he observed that many affected economies remain in emergency mode. He referenced Vietnam’s experience as a case study for APEC economies to consider as a positive example of how to implement a successful response, noting the remaining challenges that exist. With a view to improving preparedness and response capabilities in the region, the U.S. presented 5 main suggestions for future action: linking Avian and Pandemic Influenza efforts with and all other influenza; adding concrete metrics to assess the status of implementation; strengthening and harmonizing monitoring and evaluation; assessing partnership models; and improving technical capacity. He also emphasized the need to build momentum for long-term sustainable commitment and capacity building in all member economies in order to improve the whole region’s preparedness and response capabilities.
Dr. Huang Baoxu from China briefed the workshop on the current situation of HPAI in China and shared future actions to enhance capacity building in fighting HPAI in China. These actions consisted of (i) Construct reliable vaccination barrier on HPAI to improve risk-prevention capacity; (ii) Strengthen Surveillance and Reporting System to improve the Early-Warning Capacity; (iii) Accelerate the reform of veterinary administration system to improve the working capability at grass-roots level; (iv) Accelerate the transformation of poultry- raising mode; (v) Accelerating the establishment of specific animal diseases-free areas to improve the diseases prevention and control capacity; (vi) Strengthening veterinary inspections to improve bio-safety level for HPAI prevention and control.
Following presentations by China, Madamne Bersabel Ephrem, HTF Chair made a presentation on “Priority Areas for Future APEC Work”. The presentation was to look at the 5 main areas of the Action Plan to see what remained to be accomplished, what were the gaps, what should be identified as priority areas of action. The following priorities have been raised:
On Multi-sectoral cooperation and coordination: More needs to be done to enhance collaboration between the animal and human health sectors. At the APEC level, collaboration with other APEC fora in advancing the Action Plan should be strengthened. Prompt reporting and sharing of biological specimens should be increased and efforts to promote greater access to medicine in times of pandemic should be supported. More could be done to promote public-private partnerships and encourage the business sector to participate and play an active role in preventing and controlling AI/PI.

On Risk Communication: Development of mechanisms for efficient and transparent information sharing among economies and with international organizations should be continued. It is useful to develop regionally-based projects on risk communications. Joint communication efforts with the public and private sectors should be supported.
On Agriculture and Trade: Activities could be focused under three main themes: (i) Reform of Commercial Production, including enhancement of veterinary systems, services and practices (e.g., enhance diagnostic methods, timely reporting, use of vaccines); (ii)  Implementation of measures to encourage poultry producers to report H5N1 cases (e.g., financial compensation, transition and adaptation programs) in order to mitigate commercial risks and (iii) Commitment to apply science-based standards for international trade to avoid unnecessary restrictions on trade in agricultural goods and services.

On continuity of business, trade and essential services: Development of business continuity and essential services protocols/guidelines should be continued (the implementation of the Functioning Economies in Times of Pandemic Guidelines could be useful tool to address some of existing gaps). Support for SMEs and micro-business in developing their business continuity plans should be sustained. Close coordination with ABAC should be promoted and information exchange on the movement of travelers should be progressed to increase transparency and minimize risk to trade and travel.
On Regional and international cooperation: the need for coordinated global response to avian and human pandemic influenza has been highlighted, including (i) continue consistent work and close collaboration with other multilateral organisations such as WHO, FAO and OIE; (ii) Align support and link with major donors to coordinate long-term funding and (iii) Continue to share information and draw from lessons learned

Some key factors for the successful implementation of the Action Plan have been drawn namely: Sustainability/transferability; Political commitment; Coordination of resources and efforts; Coordination and collaboration with other APEC fora and Alignment/coordination of donor activities with the plan of each economy.
Session IV
As the APEC Action Plan on the Prevention and Response to Avian and Influenza Pandemics requires that the HTF report to SOM in 2007, Madame Bersabel Ephrem, as HTF Chair, presented on the roadmap to develop the HTF 2007 Progress Report. The report would be a source document on individual and collective actions of APEC to prevent and prepare for avian and influenza pandemics. In that connection, the HTF Secretariat sent out a call to members to provide their three page reports by April 30, 2007. Based on inputs from members and recommendations of this workshop, the HTF Secretariat would compile the draft report and Executive Summary by May 18th 2007, and circulate to members for comments. A final draft report would be presented at the HTF meeting June 5-6 for endorsement. HTF Chair would then present the report at HMM. The key elements of the report would be presented at the SCE meeting at SOM III later in June and be also reflected in the APEC Summit documents. The Chair that, to date, only 5 economy reports had been received by the HTF Secretariat and in order to allow the HTF Secretariat to fulfill their task all remaining reports were requested to be sent to the HTF Secretariat by May 14.
Australia, as the host of the APEC Health Ministerial Meeting (HMM), briefed the workshop on the preparations for Meeting. The HMM would be held in Sydney from 6-8 June 2007, under the theme “Building on our investment: A sustainable and multi-sectoral approach to pandemic preparedness and emerging health threats”. The meeting agenda would build on the Action Plan agreed at the 2006 ministerial meeting in Da Nang and explored the global and regional perspective provided by presentations from the UN and WHO. Active involvement by economies in the agenda items would be welcomed. Half of APEC Health Ministers have confirmed their participation. The expected outcome of the HMM would be the approval of the Guidelines on “Functioning economies in times of pandemics” and the issuance of  a statement, which would reinforce Ministers’ commitment to investment in pandemic preparedness and link health issues firmly to the APEC economic agenda. It was also informed by Australia that the administrative circular for the meeting was available on the APEC 2007 website at www.apec2007.org.au and early registration would be encouraged.
In conclusion, Mr. Truong Trieu Duong, Acting Director General of the Department of Multilateral Economic Cooperation of Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Viet Nam delivered concluding remarks, summing up what have been discussed and achieved in four workshop sessions and noted that the 1st draft of the workshop report would be circulated for HTF’s comments on 15 May 2007 and the final report would be submitted to the coming HTF and HMM for information. Mr. Duong also thanked member economies for their active participation and valuable contributions to the Workshop. 
