05/ 10/ 2004

Dr M Centres to identify di seases a mnust

PETALI NG JAYA, Mon. - To ensure epidemcs |ike Severe Acute Respiratory
Syndrone (SARS) do not debilitate countries again, international centres
dedicated to rapid identification of diseases nust be set up.

Former Prinme Mnister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad today proposed the setting
up of these centres, which he said were necessary to understand di seases,
determ ne the renmedy and devel op vacci nes qui ckly before they w eaked
havoc on nati ons.

Screening travellers and checking their tenperatures nmay not be enough,
he said, due to the speed at which infectious diseases spread in this day
and age of the nodern air travel.

He said during SARS, whol e countries were decl ared out of bounds and
hi gh costs were incurred to prevent a worl dw de epi demni c.

There was no guarantee that the next epidenic would not be nore virul ent
and i nfectious, he added.

"A full-blown epidenic may be on our hands before we can even understand
the di sease and how it spreads, before a renedy is found.

"What is obvious is that the world is not equipped to deal with this
possibility.

"The neasures we have, such as quarantine, are clearly inadequate," he
said in his keynote speech at the 5th Asia Pacific Travel Health
Conf erence here.

He said the centres nust consist of very well-equi pped | aboratories and
be owned, financed and operated by the international community.

The centres should be manned by trai ned and conpetent personnel drawn
fromall over the world, he said, and a drill should be devel oped to
enabl e personnel to spring into action as soon as there are reports of a
possi bl e unknown di sease affecting travellers and ordi nary peopl e.

Dr Mahathir also said the staff nust always wear protective suits and
have special diagnostic and treatnent of synptons kit, so they could carry
out physical and | aboratory tests on the spot.

Ful | | aboratory exam nations should then be done using sanpl es.

He said the centre shoul d devel op systens and drills to mnimse risk of
i nfection, and use the best nethods of vacci ne production.

There should be no intellectual property clainms by anyone, he added.

"There can be no doubt that new di seases are going to make their
appear ances every now and agai n.

" d diseases too mght reappear in new forns and be resistant to drugs.

"Already we are seeing drug-resistant malaria and tuberculosis,”" he
sai d.

Thus, setting up these centres would be noney well spent, he said, as it
woul d "be cheaper than handling a worl dw de epidenic."

He said that this had to be an international project as poor countries,
where new di seases were |likely to appear, would not be able to set up and
man the centres.

The project could be set up by an international organisation like the
United Nations and financed by the countries of the world proportionately,
he sai d.
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