Concept Note

The ASEAN Regional Diagnostic Network Initiative 

Objective:

To establish an ASEAN regional diagnostic network to share and develop taxonomic expertise to support compliance to market access requirements under the WTO/SPS Agreements 

Justification:

The establishment of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995 is widely seen as providing new opportunities for trade in agricultural commodities.  The reality, however, may be very different unless barriers based on health and quarantine are managed effectively under the WTO Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Measures.  Among other things, the SPS Agreement requires prospective exporting countries and target markets to provide scientific evidence to substantiate any claims regarding the presence or absence of pests.  It is not acceptable to indicate that a pest is 'not known to occur'; rather, evidence needs to be presented to support the assertion that the pest is 'known not to occur'.  In this regard, pest and disease specimens including culture collections are the only internationally recognized evidence of the existence of a pest in a country.  Central to a country’s ability to report its plant health status and to effectively protect itself from incursion by exotic pests, then, is its diagnostic capacity. 

Capacity-building in diagnostics feature prominently in regional plant health initiatives such as the Australian SPS Capacity Building Program and the Plant Health Component of the Program Stream of the ASEAN Australian Development Cooperation Program (AADCP), as well as Phases 1 and 2 of the NZAID Program to CLMV countries.  While these initiatives contribute significantly towards increasing the capacity within ASEAN member countries to accurately diagnose pests and diseases, capacity within individual ASEAN member nations will remain, for some time to come, inadequate towards meeting the requirements to support national diagnostic needs, particularly in the context of WTO/SPS compliance.  This is especially relevant in the light of the development of international (ISPM) diagnostic standards under the IPPC.

The concept of an ASEAN Regional Diagnostics Network is mooted and designed to maximize the outputs of diagnostics training under past and existing regional capacity building initiatives for the shared benefit of member ASEAN members, and to ensure the orderly and continued development of diagnostics capacity to bring member countries to acceptable and equivalent levels of capacity, compliant with WTO and ISPM standards. Through the provision of shared diagnostic services, an element of nurturing trained diagnosticians and their host laboratories will be realized.
Partners:

· NPPOs of all ASEAN member countries, as members of the ASEAN Plant Health Cooperation Network (APHCN)

· ASEANET, the SE Asian LOOP of BioNET INTERNATIONAL, in its capacity as Secretariat to the APHCN

· The Regional Office of the International Centre for the Management of Pest Fruit Flies (ICMPFF), Ministry of Agriculture and Agro-Based Industry Malaysia

· CAB International, SE Asia Regional Centre (CABI-SEARC)
Project Description:

The concept of national diagnostic networks, to support national biosecurity requirements, has been successfully embraced by countries such as the United States;  Australia has taken initial steps to develop and implement this concept as well.  Given the different capabilities of ASEAN member countries and commonalities in their biosecurity concerns, the concept of a regional diagnostic network is proposed as a complementary and value-added initiative that builds on the capacity delivered through current bilateral and regional aid initiatives.   

It is envisaged that such a Regional Diagnostic Network would provide pest diagnostic services for specimens that cannot be conclusively identified in-country due to lack of adequate capacity.  On the other hand, it seeks to make use of existing regional expertise where available in pursuit of the goal of self-reliance in taxonomy. The setup would include the following considerations: 

•
the need to continue a modest program of mentoring and technical support for country taxonomic experts serving the Network and their laboratories to grow them into diagnostic centres of excellence for specific taxonomic groups that constitutes the “backbone” to the Network;

•
the need for an operational and effective mechanism to process taxonomically-difficult specimens (physical or in the form of digital images), with adequate provisions to ensure confidentiality of source and outcome, compliance to international guidelines on the trans-border movement of biological specimens, and the timely assignment, diagnosis and reporting of requests received. Use of an intergovernmental or ASEAN-owned and operated agency (such as ASEANET), would be a preferred approach for this.

•
institutionalization of arrangements to process biological specimens into DNA extracts or digital images to circumvent quarantine and other restrictions where there is need to move such specimens to third countries for identification, including institutions outside ASEAN.  Given the ongoing development of ISPM diagnostic protocols by diagnostic experts identified by the Technical Panel, efforts to contribute their expertise to the Network will be pursued.
Location and Sites:

-  Identified centres of excellence with expertise in pest diagnostics in member countries

· A regional clearinghouse focal point

Activities:
1. Survey and identification of trained taxonomic expertise most likely to sustain their gained capacity, including the consideration of factors such as the availability of laboratories, biological collections and other support facilities in their home country;  Compilation of this information into a directory for reference of participating member  countries.

2.  Establishment of an independent clearinghouse facility to handle the processing and distribution of problematic specimens, taxonomic queries and their responses. The facility will also act as a source of reference for relevant taxonomic information as well as provide a venue for diagnostic training for ASEAN taxonomists.

3.  Establishment of formal and operational linkages between institutions that can provide taxonomic services both within ASEAN and partner centres of excellence outside the 

     ASEAN region.

4. Development and implementation of a capacity-building program, in collaboration with suitable development assistance agencies to support  the further development of in-country taxonomic expertise in ASEAN.

Proof of Concept:

It is proposed that the “proof-of concept” initial activities be implemented via existing regional plant health capacity-building initiatives:

a) the AusAID-funded SPS Capacity-Building Program is scheduled to hold a diagnostics training course on HuangLongBing (HLB) or citrus greening in January 2006.  This offers an excellent opportunity to forge an understanding between participants from ASEAN member countries to apply the regional diagnostics network concept for future collaboration in the diagnostics for HLB.  Three laboratories exist within the region that can boast of diagnostic capacity equal to the demands of impending ISPM diagnostic standards for HLB (identified as a priority by the IPPC Technical Panel on Diagnostic Standards); these laboratories will be encouraged  to serve as the key supporting centres of excellence for HLB identification in the region.


b) the International Centre for Management of Pest Fruit Flies (ICMPFF) has held two training workshops on pest fruit flies surveillance and diagnostics.  It is proposed to apply the regional diagnostic network approach in a formalized fashion to further cement ties between fruit fly diagnosticians under the ICMPFF program, especially now that a regional centre is being established in Kuala Lumpur.  This will be achieved through structured collaboration with this regional office.

Beneficiaries:

National NPPOs and phytosanitary-support agencies in ASEAN
Expected Outcomes and Impacts:
· Structured and organized sharing of taxonomic expertise

· Data security for diagnostic services performed for specimens of phytosanitary significance

· A continuing program of realistic taxonomic capacity-building that nurtures existing trained personnel and their host laboratories, leading to taxonomic self-reliance in ASEAN in the longer term.
Duration:
5 years

This proposal has been endorsed by the ASEAN Sectoral Working Group on Crops (ASWGC) at its 12th Meeting in Bali, Indonesia, 22-24 June 2005
