Forming of a Regional Network for Surveillance and Monitoring 
of Avian Influenza Viruses in Migratory Birds

Highly-pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) is currently panzootic in several countries around the world, especially in Asia. Areas typically affected are not only those with a high density of poultry, but also where wild bird areas overlap with poultry areas. Incidents of infection are also sporadic and seasonal according to wild bird migration, suggesting that there is some link between the migratory birds and poultry.  For example, during 2005, an additional and significant source of an international spread of the virus in birds appeared for the first time, yet it remains poorly understood. Scientists are increasingly convinced that at least some migratory waterfowl are now carrying the H5N1 virus in its highly pathogenic form, sometimes over long distances, and introducing the virus to poultry flocks in areas that lie along their migratory routes. 

In order to increase the understanding of disease prevention and control, more detailed knowledge is needed on the endemic areas, windows of time during which each migratory species is present or absent in a particular locality, and species’ behavior and interaction with the environment. Moreover, the number of species is also important for epidemiological information.

Countries beyond Asia are also at risk through trade or by exposure to infected carrier birds moving seasonally along migratory flyways to other regions. A multi-faceted approach to highly pathogenic avian influenza prevention and management is being proposed to counter this spread. Requirements constituting such an approach include timely early warning and disease intelligence based on consistent and transparent information sharing that is central to detecting and reporting outbreaks before they become widespread, and tracking potentially dangerous changes in the virus. This requires networking at many levels including at the national and regional levels, and between veterinary diagnostic laboratories and epidemiology teams.  The regional networks should be designed as to share information and knowledge of avian influenza disease surveillance and monitoring in migratory birds. 

To form this network, each country will have to establish a monitoring and surveillance center and a disease surveillance team for surveying the highly pathogenic avian influenza in migratory birds.  Then, the center should act as a regional information network hub. For the regional network’s smooth operation, the hub center will not only share information on avian influenza disease surveillance and monitoring in migratory birds, but also promote the harmonization and coordination between other members of the network with the intention to achieve early disease detection and improving the effectiveness of disease control in the region. In addition, the network will monitor not only the avian influenza virus, but also other newly emerging diseases which might potentially threaten public health or food security and people’s livelihoods.

The proposal to establish a regional network for conducting research on the migratory birds of China, Indonesia, Thailand, and Vietnam was developed between representative scientists of these countries in workshops that took place in Beijing, China and Halong, Vietnam.  The general objective of the study is to enhance the early detection and characterization of Avian Influenza infection at the regional level, and the reporting in migratory birds through a coordinated surveillance network.  Once the study is completed, the network should continue its operation in order to provide scientific data on migratory birds, avian influenza, and the other newly-emerging diseases in the region.

The study will include the following components and processes in identifying key-species of migratory birds that have the potential to play roles in spreading the AI virus between participating countries: the study of the diversity of AI virus infection in migratory birds; geospatial and tempo pattern analysis of the key migratory birds; establishment of a regional network; and analysis and dissemination of the scientific information on migratory birds to different audiences (government and scientific community).

By implementing the study, avian influenza monitoring in migratory birds in affected countries will be enhanced, understanding of the regional dimension of the epidemic will be improved, early warning of the spread of avian influenza to the regions will be improved, and response to other trans-boundary and newly emerging diseases other than HPAI, which might potentially threaten public health, will become more effective.
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