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III MEETING OF THE REGIONAL HIV/AIDS PUBLIC HEALTH LABORATORY NETWORK
 Johannesburg, South Africa, 04-06 May 2004

1. INTRODUCTION
Laboratory support for HIV testing is crucial for the implementation of HIV /AIDS prevention strategies such as Voluntary Counseling and Testing (VCT), Prevention of Mother to Child Transmission (PMTCT) and assuring safe blood supplies. Similarly, HIV testing is an important component of measuring the burden of HIV infection in populations and monitoring trends of the epidemic (surveillance). Furthermore, the rapidly evolving demand for AIDS treatment using anti-retroviral drugs in Africa, poses challenges with regard to HIV diagnostics, laboratory-based patient staging and drug resistance monitoring.  The need for strengthening laboratories and building networks in support of programs is becoming imperative as more and more African countries prepare to participate in the three major HIV/AIDS prevention and care initiatives: WHO’s 3x5, World Bank’s MAP, and the United States Presidential Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). 

So far, major partners working on HIV/AIDS programs at the country-level have been mostly interested in and well informed about the key interventions (VCT, PMTCT, ART, TB/HIV) but have inadequate appreciation of the critical role of laboratories and the resources needed to ensure that laboratories adequately support these interventions. In response to this problem, the WHO Regional Office for Africa (WHO-AFRO), in collaboration with the United States Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (HHS/CDC) established a regional HIV/AIDS Public Health Laboratories Network in February 2001. The main objective of the network was to develop laboratory standards, guidelines and a systematic approach to service implementation that assures the quality of test results throughout the network. The first network conference was held in Harare, Zimbabwe, February 2001. Several recommendations were made for enhancing the capabilities and capacities of the network over the short, medium and long term. One major observation though was the inadequacy of funds and the limited number of trained laboratory staff available to meet and manage the demands of the various interventions. The sporadic nature of funding meant inadequate number of trained personnel, frequent shortages in reagents and supplies and in most cases inadequate or outdated equipment in laboratories that are supposed to respond to the needs of expanding HIV/AIDS prevention and care programs. 
The second conference of the regional HIV/AIDS Public Health Laboratories Network was held in Accra, Ghana, November 2002. At that conference, several recommendations were again made for improving laboratory performance and support for HIV prevention and care programs. Significant progress had been made in implementing some of the terms of reference (TORs) from the previous meeting, through the development of national laboratory plans, and implementing specific activities such as the multi-country evaluation of HIV rapid tests, quality assurance and training. 
In order to assess progress made over the past three years, familiarize key partners, potential donors with key laboratory issues, discuss successes and constraints encountered by the laboratories within the network, the third meeting of the Network has been scheduled for May 04-06 2004 Johannesburg, South Africa. Participants will share their experiences with implementing complex HIV/AIDS programs. Together with national AIDS control program managers, collective plans for laboratory support to programs, particularly in the new environment of expanding services anticipated by the new initiatives will be developed. Financial and human resource requirements will be discussed and strategies for soliciting and sustaining continued financial support to laboratories within the network so they are better equipped to support HIV/AIDS programs will be charted. 

2. Objectives and Expected Outcomes

2.1. 
Overall Goal

To strengthen the quality of HIV testing laboratories in Africa and improve their contribution to effective HIV/AIDS prevention, treatment and care programs in the continent.

2.2 Specific objectives

· To review the status of implementation of the 2003 recommendations for the HIV/AIDS laboratory Network.

· To review the current status and management of HIV/AIDS Laboratory services within the network countries with a view to identifying key success factors, challenges, and constraints to effective service implementation.

· To advance solutions for maintaining timely and reliable diagnostic and support capabilities for HIV/AIDS prevention, treatment and care programs.

· To prepare a plan of action and prioritize activities for the laboratory Network during the period 2004-2005, in an environment of expanding services for ARV treatment and care.

2.3 Expected outcomes

· A document that highlights the status of implementation  of the 2003 recommendations of the Network  

· A document that highlights the challenges and constraints against HIV laboratory services  performance identified and recommendations made for maintaining timely and reliable diagnostic support for HIV prevention, treatment and care

· A plan of action for 2004-2005 that prioritizes key subject areas for strengthening of the laboratory network.

3. FOLLOW UP
          Short term

· Disseminate meeting  report

· Support countries in planning laboratory support activities based on recommendations made by the network
· Finalize action plans with prioritized areas of support with a budget for 2004-2005

Medium term and long term

· Mobilize resource for country activities identified for 2003-2004.

· Assist countries in the implementation of activities

· Monitor the implementation of national laboratory activities. 

· Assist countries in resource mobilization working with participating partners and others.

4. METHOD OF WORK

· Plenary presentations and discussions

· Group Work

 (Agenda follows) 

5. DOCUMENTS.

5.1 Working documents

Draft laboratory network plan for discussion.

5.2 Reference Documents

· HIV/AIDS Epidemiological Surveillance: Update for the WHO African Region 2002

· 3 X 5 strategy document

· Guideline for monitoring ARV resistance.

· Draft guideline for the development of HIV laboratories POA. RPA/AFRO 2003

· Draft report on the HIV laboratories assessment in the Africa region in 2003 .RPA/AFRO

· HIV regional network brochure AFRO/CDC/APHL
· Report from Network Laboratories meeting Accra 20-22 November 2002.
· Guidelines for appropriate evaluations of HIV testing technologies in Africa WHO/CDC/APHL 2003
· Briefing on GAP technical Strategies and approach for laboratory support may 14-15, 2003  CD Rom
· HIV Rapid Test Information CDC February 2003 CD Rom
· Building Laboratory Quality Systems A Route to Reliable Laboratory Data July 27- August 1, 2003  CDC  BOT USA  Project CD Rom
6.0 DATES AND PLACE.
              6.1 Dates
     4-6 May 2004

               6.2 Venue

Rosebank Hotel, Cnr. Trywitt and Sturdee Avenues, Johannesburg, South Africa

Tel:  011-27-11-44-72700

Fax: 011-27-11-44-73276

Web: www.rosebank@rosebankhotel.co.za

7.0 LANGUAGES. 

     French and English (Simultaneous translation)

8.0 PARTICIPANTS. 

     8.1 Funded by WHO

One director for the national HIV Reference Laboratory and the program manager of the National HIV/AIDS control program from each of the forty six countries that constitute the WHO-Afro AFRICA region will be funded by WHO to participate in the conference.

8.2 Not funded by WHO.

           Participants representing major partners such as the South African NICD, CDC-Atlanta, USAID, APHL, The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, The Clinton Foundation, UNAIDS, World Bank, UNICEF, UNFPA, FAO, and WHO/HQ will not be funded by WHO-Afro.

8.3 Total number of participants

                       120

9.0 Secretariat

            WHO/AFRO, WHO/HQ, CDC-Atlanta, NICD-South Africa
