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ASIA-PACIFIC STRATEGY ON EMERGING DISEASES 

The Tenth Meeting of Health Secretaries of countries in the SEA Region held in Dhaka 
on 3-4 July 2005, deliberated, among other subjects, on the Asia Pacific Strategy on 
Emerging Diseases, which is also an Agenda item of the fifty-eighth session of the 
Regional Committee. The background document (SEA/HSM/Meet.10/6) prepared for 
the meeting is attached. 

The Meeting of Health Secretaries acknowledged the urgent need for intercountry 
and interregional collaboration in responding adequately to emerging communicable 
diseases in the SEA Region. It highlighted the need for strengthening national capacity 
in the area of surveillance and public health laboratories for diagnosis of emerging 
diseases, and noted that the Asia-Pacific Strategy and the International Health 
Regulations (2005) are complementary. The meeting recommended that the Strategy 
should be used as a framework for interregional collaboration as well as for 
mobilization of financial resources, and called for increased collaboration with existing 
regional epidemiology and laboratory networks.  It requested WHO to assist Member 
States in carrying out an assessment of national capacities, preparation of epidemic/ 
pandemic preparedness and response plans, stockpiling and supply of life-saving 
medicines and laboratory supply; mapping existing national expertise, institutions and 
centres which have a unique capacity for diagnosis of specific emerging diseases, and 
to further strengthen their capacity to assume a regional role. 

The Agenda item is now submitted to the Regional Committee for its 
consideration. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The global health situation is dynamic, as the microbial world and world social and economic 
orders continue to evolve. Advances in health technology, socioeconomic development, and 
effective health intervention have registered dramatic improvements in health worldwide. Yet, as 
more communicable diseases are conquered, many more emerge eroding the gains made. With 
the increasing volume and speed of international travel, growing globalization and the 
emergence and re-emergence of communicable diseases, the global community remains as 
vulnerable as ever.     

The Asia-Pacific Region share common cultural values and economic prospects and face 
similar challenges of communicable diseases. The lessons from SARS, avian influenza, nipah, 
Japanese encephalitis, cholera, dengue and more, all clearly indicate this reality. The current 
facts and unfolding evidences indicate that the threat of hitherto unknown, new, emerging 
communicable diseases and re-emergence of well-established communicable diseases will 
continue to be a major challenge and source of concern to health and socioeconomic 
development in the SEA Region.   

Realizing these shared challenges and opportunities, the WHO Regional Offices for the 
Western-Pacific (WPRO) and South-East Asia (SEARO) have developed the “Asia-Pacific 
Strategy on Emerging Communicable Diseases”. The document is a roadmap outlining the 
vision, goals, guiding principles and major strategies to combat the ever-growing threat of 
emerging communicable diseases. The strategy underscores that as the two regions share 
similar emerging disease challenges, the application of common strategies will contribute to the 
arduous task of ensuring national and regional health security.  

This working paper is prepared to brief Member States on this important initiative and to 
request their support in the implementation of the strategy. 
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1.  BACKGROUND  

In the latter half of the 20th century, there were significant successes in communicable disease 
control. The global eradication of smallpox during the 1970s and subsequent success in many 
areas with elimination and reduction in the burden of disease due to poliomyelitis, guineaworm 
disease, leprosy, diphtheria, tetanus, measles and pertussis could be cited as examples. 
Widespread increases in immunization coverage, access to health services, use of effective 
antibiotics, and improved socioeconomic development have contributed to dramatic 
improvements in health worldwide.  Such changes were remarkable in countries where 
socioeconomic growth was rapid and effective public health interventions were implemented and 
sustained. On the other hand, in resource-poor countries, with limited financing, a dire shortage 
of health workers, and limited access to health care, progress has been slow and financial 
constraints continue to be an obstacle to continued health gains. In fact, disparities and 
inequities in health remain the major development challenges in the new millennium.   

While there is overall progress in global health development, unfortunately in recent years, 
emerging communicable diseases have been on the increase. Hitherto unknown pathogens 
continue to proliferate rapidly, mutate frequently, and adapt easily to new environments. There is 
also a resurgence of well-known infectious pathogens, including those previously thought to 
have been eliminated and controlled.   As a result of these emerging diseases, progress towards 
MDG has been slow, as death rates have risen in some areas. Tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS are 
increasing worldwide; cholera (El Tor O139) and yellow fever have been re-introduced into 
countries and continents from where they had previously disappeared; and meningococcal 
disease (including W135), dengue fever and malaria are spreading to newer areas and 
continents causing severe disease outbreaks. These few examples clearly demonstrate that a 
crisis of global proportions is today threatening the hard-won gains in health and life expectancy 
and alas, this trend seems to continue.  

Several factors contribute to the emergence and re-emergence of diseases. These include 
the rising population; rapid and increased international travel; overcrowding in cities with poor 
sanitation; changes in handling and processing of large quantities of food; increased exposure 
of humans to disease vectors and reservoirs in nature, and emergence of resistance to 
antibiotics. Likewise, human activities, behavioural factors and changing ecology accelerate and 
amplify this phenomenon. 

The spread of emerging communicable diseases is facilitated by the increased volume of 
international travel, including transboundary mass population and livestock movements within 
neighbouring countries. Outbreaks of infectious diseases can emerge in one country and 
eventually spread rapidly across the geopolitical divide. Hence, in this era of globalization where 
the world is interconnected, an infectious disease in one country can potentially constitute a 
threat to global health security.  

In view of these dynamics of infectious diseases and the fast changing global order, the 
Fifty-fourth World Health Assembly adopted a resolution (WHA54.20) on “Global Health 
Security: epidemic alert and response”.  In this resolution, the Health Assemblies called for 
measures to strengthen capacity to detect and contain epidemic-prone and emerging infectious 
diseases, including a revision of the International Health Regulations (IHR).  The revised IHR 
document was adopted by the Fifty-eight World Health Assembly  in May 2005. 

2.  RATIONALE 

Asia as a whole is threatened by the risk of emerging diseases. Moreover, given common 
infrastructural demographic and cultural aspects, uniform strategies can be applied within Asia 
and the Pacific Region. The existing regional and sub-regional socioeconomic networks and 
initiatives including the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and 
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Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) provide opportunities for enhancing 
cooperation in various aspects of socioeconomic and health development, as international trade 
and travel among countries continue to grow.  

In recent years, significant outbreaks of emerging diseases, ranging from cholera, to SARS 
and avian flu, have occurred and spread in the Asia-Pacific Region. What is worrying is that the 
pattern of spread continues for various reasons, including: (a) rapid population growth and 
urbanization and their impact on the physical and social environments; (b) antimicrobial 
resistance of organisms that cause the diseases; and (c) socio-culturally-based food habits and 
high risk human behaviours which contribute to the occurrence of zoonoses.  

SARS, which originated in China and spread to Vietnam and Canada and to other 
countries, caused hundreds of deaths, disrupted economies and changed the daily lives of 
millions of people as schools, hospitals and even some international borders were closed, with 
thousands of people placed in quarantine. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) stated SARS 
"cost the countries of East and South-East Asia an estimated US$ 18 billion in GDP in nominal 
terms and nearly US $60 billion in overall loss in demand and in business revenue, as measured 
by total final expenditure" [ADB 2003].  From January 2004 up to May 2005, avian influenza 
spread in many countries of Asia in poultry including Thailand, eventually jumping between 
species and leading to 97 confirmed cases, with 53 deaths in humans.  It also cost the countries 
of the Asia Pacific region an estimated US$ 8-12 billion in economic losses, primarily from the 
death or culling of 140 million chickens [Crédit Agricole of France, 2005].  

In the context of these shared challenges and opportunities across Asia and the Pacific, 
and in view of the requirements of the revised International Health Regulations, it is imperative 
that an emerging diseases strategy relevant to all countries of the Asia-Pacific region is 
developed. Such a strategy will ensure that countries have a common goal and direction, share 
knowledge readily, collaborate and support one another in coordinating prevention, detection 
and response activities, and ensures regional collaboration that gives all countries access to the 
region's collective expertise and also its optimal utilization to combat the threat of emerging 
infectious diseases.  

Cognizant of the threat from emerging communicable diseases and the need to develop 
strategic approaches to address these evolving needs, the WHO Regional Offices for the 
Western-Pacific and South-East Asia have developed the “Asia-Pacific Strategy on Emerging 
Communicable Diseases”.  This strategy builds on and complements the vision of emerging 
diseases in the SEA Region. It provides a comprehensive framework to improve protection of 
the health of the people in the Asia-Pacific region. Its wide range of capacity building actions will 
undoubtedly have a major impact on emerging diseases and, through strengthening early 
detection, early response and preparedness, will maximize protection of the population's health 
and well-being.   

The strategy sets the direction, defines goals and key functional strategies and guiding 
principles in the implementation of the strategy. It also highlights expected outcomes, indicates 
where investment in capacity building should be targeted to strengthen protection against 
emerging communicable diseases.  In general, this strategy charts the roadmap to ensure inter-
regional collaboration in the prevention and control of emerging communicable diseases in the 
Asia Pacific region. 

3.  VISION AND GOAL  

The vision of the Asia-Pacific Emerging Diseases Strategy is that the people of the region are 
protected from emerging diseases and related threats to their health, through prevention, 
preparedness and prompt detection and control.  

The goal of the Asia-Pacific strategy on emerging communicable diseases is to reduce the 
risk of emerging diseases, related threats to the health of the public; and minimize the health, 
economic and psychosocial impact of any emerging disease. 
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4.  OBJECTIVES, STRATEGIES AND KEY ACTIVITIES  

The Asia Pacific Emerging Disease Strategy seeks to reduce the risk of emerging diseases and 
minimize their negative impacts.  Thus, its scope is extremely broad and entails a wide range of 
actions which focus on capacity building through strengthening: surveillance and outbreak alert 
and response; laboratory systems; infection prevention and control; zoonoses prevention and 
control; epidemic preparedness; information management and risk communication. The actions 
that comprise the strategy are recognized as linked and interdependent and have been 
organized within the framework of five key objectives which reflect the focus and direction of the 
strategy. These objectives are: (1) to develop and sustain a regional collaborative framework; 
(2) to reduce the risk of emerging diseases and related threats to the health of the public; (3) to 
strengthen early detection of emerging diseases; (4) to strengthen early response to emerging 
diseases and minimize related threats to public health; and (5) to improve national and regional 
preparedness to respond to emerging diseases.  These objectives are supported by functional 
strategies and key activities as described below.   

4.1 To develop and sustain a regional collaborative framework  

The strategies to develop and sustain a regional collaborative framework include a 
comprehensive inventory of national and regional resources, development of networks for 
surveillance, infection control and laboratory at local and regional levels, and developing a 
research agenda. Key activities include: 

• Identification and review of existing surveillance and response structures and 
processes. 

• Identification and review of all facility-based and public health laboratories, with  
particular emphasis on infrastructure, management, workforce numbers and skill base. 

• Identification and review of existing infection prevention and control policies, legislation, 
structures and resources.  

• Identification of regional collaborating centres, centres of excellence, surveillance, 
laboratory, and emerging disease heath networks and task forces initiated by other 
organizations, for example ASEAN.    

• Inventory of rapid diagnostic reagents/ kits produced within the Asia Pacific region.   

• Development of locally-produced [laboratory] diagnostic tests and reagents with 
improved sensitivity, specificity and better utilization in field settings.  

• Development of a research agenda and promoting research including in laboratory 
diagnostic tests and reagents, and infection prevention and control in health care 
facilities  

4.2 To reduce the risk of emerging diseases and related threats to  
the health of the public 

To achieve this objective, identified strategies include developing comprehensive health 
education programme, promoting collaboration between public health and livestock sectors, 
improving laboratoy and bio-safety, and developing/adapting appropriate regulatory controls for 
control of emerging diseases. Key activities include: 

• Design, development, implementation, evaluation of emerging diseases and community 
health education strategy. 

• Link human and animal disease surveillance systems and facilitate collaboration 
between national health and agriculture authorities.  
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• Conduct culturally appropriate health-focused community development programmes 
targeting reductions in culturally-based high-risk behaviours and food preparation and 
consumption  practices. 

• Development of training programmes for laboratory staff [and management], particularly 
in the areas of bio-safety, quality assurance systems (QAS) and surveillance.  

• Identification of selected collaborating centres, centres of excellence and reference 
laboratories in priority diseases, as technical resources and for external quality 
assessment schemes.   

• Development of programmes to upgrade and expand laboratory infrastructure and 
fabric, and for the supply of appropriate equipment and locally-produced reagents. 

• Development of integrated, multidisciplinary training and development programmes to 
establish and reinforce infection control techniques, particularly hand hygiene 
behaviours. 

• Development and implementation of regional and national strategies to monitor and 
contain antimicrobial resistance. 

• Revision and reissue of the regional guidelines on infection control.  

• Development and/or improved implementation of appropriate regulatory controls to 
reduce emerging zoonoses in markets where live animals are sold for food. 

• Strengthened implementation of regulations governing conditions and measures to 
ensure the safety and suitability of food at all stages of the food chain. 

4.3 To strengthen early detection of emerging diseases  

The main strategies are to strengthen early detection of emerging diseases including 
strengthening data collection and analysis, risk analysis, and establishing early warning systems 
at community, health care facilities and laboratories. Key activities include: 

• Collect and analyse data from the community as well as from health care settings. 

• Integrate and analyse data on animal health, food and environmental sampling as well 
as from humans.   

• Integrate information from laboratories and clinicians as well as public health sources. 

• Strengthening surveillance skills of health facility laboratory staff. 

• Support for early warning through upgrading of laboratory infrastructure/fabric and 
equipment, supply of rapid diagnostics tests, and local laboratory networks. 

• Development of in-country training programmes, on routine surveillance and risk 
analysis skills.  

• Development of linkages between human health, animal health, and food and 
environmental surveillance. 

• Development of an integrated public health data collection and reporting system, linked 
to the national surveillance system.  

• Development of mechanisms for surveillance, supported by surveillance and risk 
analysis specialists. 

• Strengthening infection control surveillance systems in health care facilities, to detect 
and provide early warning of emerging communicable diseases clusters and anti-
microbial drug resistance. 
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• Development of health-facility based in-service training programmes, targeting 
clinicians, laboratory specialists and other health care providers. 

4.4 To strengthen early response to emerging diseases and  
minimize related threats to public health 

To strengthen early response, functional strategies including capacity development to improve 
field investigation and response skills, and strengthening information management and risk 
communication are identified.  Key activities include: 

• Improving field investigation skills through rapid response “virtual teams” to coordinate 
response and conduct field investigations in emergency outbreak situations. 

• Improved public health capacity to respond through networking and collaboration 
between public health and animal health surveillance. 

• Improved information management and risk communication, including development of 
an Asia-Pacific media and information strategy and risk communication strategy for 
country-level implementation. 

• Development and piloting of standard operating procedures for formulating  media 
policies, information exchange and risk communications. 

• Identification of national, provincial and local-level spokespersons with responsibility for 
all media presentations to the wider community. 

• Development of mechanisms for information sharing between the national authorities 
and WHO and other partners as appropriate.  

4.5 To improve national and regional preparedness to respond  
to emerging diseases 

Main strategies include strengthening national preparedness, supporting and coordinating 
emergency response, and development of logistics and supply mechanism. Key activities 
include: 

• Improved regional and national emergency preparedness, including provision of 
preparedness planning support to countries and checklist; and stockpiling of drugs, 
vaccines, supplies (including antiviral agents and personal protective equipment). 

• Identification of national epidemic preparedness committee and related working groups.  

• Desk top simulations to assess the effectiveness of national emergency preparedness.  

• Training and exercises for key emergency response personnel.  

• Community-level emergency preparedness exercises/practices. 

5.  GUIDING PRINCIPLES  

The strategy comprises a wide range of activities which require different approaches for 
implementation given local conditions. Notwithstanding, the following principles are regarded as 
fundamental:  

• Primary focus is on country-level activities linked by national and regional networks. 

• Activities that are sustainable and built on existing structures. 

• Activities that are based on a combination of knowledge and experience of effective 
public health practices.  
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• Networks and partnerships that have been identified as mechanisms most likely to 
optimize the use of limited resources.  

• Consultation, collaboration and reciprocal support from regional solidarity. 

Achievement of regional self-reliance.  

6.  PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION AT NATIONAL LEVEL 

The main challenges in implementation include building core capacities in Member States, 
mobilization of resources, and establishing a mechanism for coordination of implementation. 
Likewise, establishing sustained and effective collaboration among public health and animal 
health sectors, tourism and industry, and among institutions of excellence in public health, 
epidemiology, laboratory and research are among the top priorities.  

The strategy will require oversight and ongoing support of national advocates as it 
competes for human and financial resources necessary for its implementation.  Thus, a 
"national-level steering committee", which mirrors the [regional] steering committee, may be an 
option.  Similarly, management of the strategy’s country-level planning and implementation is 
likely to require a standing implementation committee which includes key decision-makers from 
the relevant national ministries/authorities, as well as point persons with expertise in and 
responsibility for the strategy’s “action areas”.  Technical working groups, supported by 
partnership networks related to the key action areas, will also be required to plan and execute 
the strategy’s capacity building activities.  

Implementation of the strategy requires that a consistent approach is taken across the 
Region and a multisectoral approach is adopted to enhance collaboration and harness the 
unique skills of many different partners and stakeholders. To this end, there is a need to 
establish effective coordination and technical input mechanisms to support efficient and effective 
implementation. The mechanisms selected for country- level coordination, oversight and 
implementation management will be identified as part of the country-level review and planning 
processes undertaken as the necessary first step in planning the strategy’s country- level 
implementation.  

7.  ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION  

The purpose of this working paper is to introduce the Asia-Pacific Strategy on Emerging 
Diseases to the participants of the 10th Health Secretaries Meeting and seek their views and 
recommendations on the proposed strategy for intercountry and inter-regional cooperation.  It 
further requests the participants: 

(1) To consider  the draft strategy  for intercountry and inter-regional cooperation within the 
context of the Asia-Pacific Strategy on Emerging Diseases for jointly combating the threat of 
emerging communicable diseases.  

(2) Subject to the above being acceptable, to further consider if the strategy can be reviewed in 
detail at the national level with a view to obtaining a national consensus and further 
improving the strategy for adoption and development of implementation plans based on the 
overall framework outlined in the strategy document. 

(3) To obtain the views of the distinguished participants for participating in the steering 
committee (the composition of which will be determined through consultation), that will be 
established to ensure coordination of implementation of the strategy. Subject to the above 
concurrence, WHO will initiate the establishment of the committee. 

8.  CONCLUSION 

Despite remarkable progress in prevention and control communicable diseases, emerging 
infectious diseases are on the rise, causing a setback to progress made so far. Over the past 



SEA/HSM/Meet.10/6 
Page 8 

 

years, Asia and the Pacific region have experienced significant health, social and economic 
impacts due to outbreaks of newly emerging diseases, including nipah virus, severe acute 
respiratory syndrome (SARS) and avian influenza A (H5N1).  Outbreaks of known 
communicable diseases such as dengue, meningococcal infection, typhoid fever, cholera and 
leptospirosis continue to occur in Asia and the Pacific. 

As most countries in Asia and the Pacific are experiencing rapid social and environmental 
change, including globalization and urbanization, the risk of cross-border transmission of 
emerging diseases is higher than ever before.  Recent outbreaks of SARS, avian influenza and 
nipah have occurred primarily in the Asia-Pacific region, thus, indicating the vulnerability of this 
region to emerging infectious diseases. Experiences from these outbreaks have also 
demonstrated that cooperation between Member States and WHO contributed significantly to 
mobilizing experts and resources required for responding to public health emergencies. Hence, 
it is of paramount importance to enhance collaboration among the Member Countries of this 
Region.  

Recognizing the challenges posed by emerging diseases, the 9th Meeting of Health 
Secretaries held in New Delhi, from 22 to 23 July 2004, underscored the need to promote 
intercountry and inter-regional cooperation in the prevention and control of avian influenza and 
other emerging infectious diseases. This strategy will contribute towards enhancing such 
cooperation.  The Asia-Pacific Strategy on Emerging Diseases is a strategic move in the right 
direction to charter longer-term roadmap for enhancing intercountry and inter-regional 
cooperation in the application of common strategies to combat the growing threat of emerging 
diseases.   

The strategy offers an opportunity to develop and implement joint activities to strengthen 
national and regional capacity to detect and respond rapidly and effectively to emerging 
diseases and other public health emergencies of national and international concern.  It creates a 
strategic framework for identifying emerging communicable diseases of national and regional 
concern and jointly addressing these risks by applying common strategies.  This approach, 
which also benefits from existing regional and sub-regional initiatives, forms a platform for 
further strengthening capacities to combat emerging communicable diseases in Asia and the 
Pacific region and beyond.   

 


