Minutes of COST Action B28 “Array technologies for BSL3 and BSL4 pathogens” (http://www.cost-b28.be/index.php/pages/index) 

WG5 meeting Ghent: Response to EU green paper on bio-preparedness

9.12 – 10.12. 2008 
A group of laboratory BSL3 and BSL4 laboratory scientists discussed the activities of the EU commission regarding the green paper on bio-preparedness. These activities came to their notice in September 2008 at the COST Action B28 meeting in Bukarest on September 12th by a presentation of Manuela Manolescu
(Regional Centre for Higher Studies for Prevention of Bioterrorism, Bukarest, Romania) who is involved in the drafting of the green paper under the auspices of the Romanian committee heading the EU wide drive.

Although the EU considers this approach to involve all levels of experts, none of the BSL3 and BSL4 experts of the COST Action B28 network had been approached for their opinion or contribution. In contrast, biosafety administration appears to be organising itself very quickly on the European level for example in the body of the European Biosafety Association (EBSA) and the European Bio-Network (EBN), in the response to the green paper drive. 

An urgent need to get involved into the process at this late stage was expressed and measures where discussed.

BSL3/BSL4 training

The COST Action B28 has created and financed a training school for scientists working in BSL3/BSL4 laboratories and held the course in May 2007 and 2008. The response by the COST Action B28 participants was overwhelming and a third course to be held in 2009 is already overbooked. The three-day course consists of lectures and practical training. Now that the course has become known in the scene, even national authorities of several countries are sending their scientists to participate. In the EU there appears to be just one more comparable but commercial course offered by the Health Protection Agency (HPA) in the UK.

It is generally agreed that training for BS3/BSL4 work should be a pre-condition for starting to work in this special safety and security sensitive type of laboratory environment, since it is clear that security practices cannot be built without a strong safety culture.

There was also a strong consensus that bio-safety officers should be asked to participate in this type of course too, to improve their understanding of the practical aspects and needs of working in BSL3/BSL4 laboratories. Tighter regulations issued in response to the green paper drive, may blur or bias their view of biosafety aspects towards the regulatory side, which may make working in BSL3/BSL4 laboratories close to impossible. This could essentially impede / hamper all bio-preparedness actions towards unexpected events in the public domain.

The following activities were agreed upon to raise the awareness for this course and to sustain it beyond the COST Action B28, which will terminate in 2010.

1. In order to raise awareness for this course, a short summary of the course, a review of the experiences made, and the reasons for the necessity of this type of course are to be drafted for publication in eurosurveillance weekly, an online journal provided by the ECDC (deadline end of January 2009).

2. A booklet to be published, detailing the lectures of the course (with up to date literature review) and the practical, are to be drafted until April 15th 2009 in order to discuss and edit the final version at the end of the course in May 2009 when the authors reconvene. This booklet shall be written in the spirit of the lectures as recommendations from the practical point of view and in support of the recently published concept of ‘evidence based bio-safety’ (Kimman et.al. 2008)

3. Since to the knowledge of the COST Action B28 members no other course other than the HPA course is being offered in the EU at the moment, it was decided to improve the course by adding a 4th day of lectures covering:

a) 
Risk assessment procedures (n.n.), 

b) 
BSL3/4 animal facilities (Francesc Xavier Abad Morejon de Giron), 

c) 
Practical engineering aspects for maintenance, renovation and planning of BSL3/BSL4 facilities (joint lecture by Frank Hufert / Ali Mirazimi / Manfred Weidmann or n.n. expert)

d)   An accident exercise will be included in the practical.

4. In order to find sustained support for this course from other European sources, members of this circle will try to use the minutes of this meeting to contact officials at the EU level. 

BSL3/BSL4 research network for testing and validating inactivation procedures

In order to support an evidence based biosafety approach, it is necessary to initiate a research network of BSL3/BSL4 laboratories testing and validating inactivation procedures for viruses and bacteria. Research in this field has not been attractive in the past (impact points) nor has it been funded. However the EU bodies financing research in Europe and driving at the green paper for bio-preparedness must be made aware that this type of work is essential for a successful implementation of high bio-safety standards in European BSL3/BSL4 laboratories. Validated inactivation procedures will be a good basis for day-to-day interaction between biosafety officers and BSL3/BSL4 scientists.

Security checks of BSL3/4 staff

In order to avoid security gaps and prevent deliberate criminal acts in BSL3/4 laboratories security checks should be a standard procedure. However, there is a need for a standardised European protocol, assuring timely security checks, that do not hamper the initiation of scientific projects and the exchange of scientific personnel.

Conclusion

At this stage it is clear that BSL3/4 training in Europe is scarce. It is necessary to support and harmonise the existing courses and make them available and affordable for BSL3/4 scientists and their research budgets. Scientists trained in these courses should be able to pass on their training to laboratory technicians and maintenance staff at the institutional level.

A gap has been identified in biosafety concerning the testing and validation of inactivation procedures for BSL3/4 pathogens. The EU needs to finance more research in this field.

The COST Action B28 network has managed to draw many BSL3/4 experts from all across the European Union (United Kingdom, Belgium, The Netherlands, Luxembourg, France, Spain, Italy, Germany, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Austria Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Greece, Sweden, Denmark) and outside of the European Union (Switzerland, Serbia, Turkey, Canada, South Africa) together  to share their expertise on a regular basis. The pool of these key experts should be asked to join the efforts of the EBN in drafting the green paper on bio-preparedness. 

