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A JOINT INITIATIVE OF THE Chulabhorn Research Institute (CRI
)  

and World health Organisation Regional Office for South East Asia (whO/SEARO) 
1. Background and justification 

Major efforts by the international community, donors, Secretariats of Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEA) and intergovernmental organizations have been carried out globally, including in countries of South East Asia, to promote and implement capacity building towards the improvement of chemicals management. 
Nevertheless, there is still a significant gap between developed and developing countries in this regard. And this gap is widening by the day due to reduced capacity, poorer countries are lagging behind the latest developments in the field of chemical safety.
There is thus an urgent need to develop and implement complementary processes to strengthen the capability of developing countries for sound chemicals management and for integrating chemical safety issues into broader national development strategies.  

This widening gap was first recognised by the Intergovernmental Forum for Chemical Safety (IFCS
) and was also supported by the Inter-Organization Programme for the Sound Management of Chemicals (IOMC) 
. 
The need to strengthen capacity building is clearly addressed within the Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management (SAICM). In the SAICM Global Plan of Action
, under “Objective 4: “Capacity building to support national actions”, the activity number 208 is described as follows:

 “Establish a systematic approach in order to facilitate the provision of advice concerning capacity-building for the sound management of chemicals at the country level to countries that request it. For example:
· Consider establishing a help desk which would provide basic advice to countries and/or refer requests to relevant sources (policy institutions, experts, data banks, information, etc) of expertise, policy guidance, funding and guidelines;

· Ensure that the process above builds on existing information and tools for capacity building and acts in a complementary way to existing initiatives;

· Consider establishing monitoring mechanisms as part of the SAICM stocktaking processes to evaluate the usefulness of the process; 

· Implement a pilot project to test and refine the concept prior to global implementation.

Such a "process" can provide essential support for the overall implementation of SAICM and thus may be considered as a high priority activity.” 

The World Health Assembly in 2006 through Resolution WHA59.15 endorses the global goal “to ensure that by the year 2020 chemicals are produced and used in ways that minimize significant adverse impacts on the environment and human health” and requests WHO to facilitate the implementation by the health-sector of SAICM, focusing on human health-related elements
.
2. The regional cri/WHO Help Desk for Chemical Safety, or “Chem HelpDesk® ”
Objective: 

The overall objective of Chem HelpDesk® is to further empower countries in the South East Asia Region (SEAR)
 to manage the import, manufacture and processing, storage, distribution, transport, use, recycling and disposal of chemicals, in ways that minimize significant adverse impacts on the environment and human health. The process will operate and build on existing capacity building principles such as ownership, engaging all concerned stakeholders, building on synergies and sustainability beyond intervention, within a framework of sustainable development.

Scope: 

Chem HelpDesk® provides basic cost-free advice on technical questions, sources of expertise, policy guidance, capacity building opportunities, guidelines and funding related to chemical safety.  At a later stage, the development of a second component in the process will consider responding to more complex requests.  

Capacity:

Information to respond to a request is obtained from CRI, WHO and a Community of Practice (CoP). The CoP is a network of individual experts (representing themselves, not their institutions) whose contributions to Chem HelpDesk® will be cost free and on a voluntary basis. 

The response to a request could also involve referral to international or regional agencies, national authorities or specialized networks. Examples are: 

· the Intergovernmental Forum on Chemical Safety (IFCS)
; 
· the Inter-Organization Programme for the Sound Management of Chemicals (IOMC
) local offices and country desks; 
· the Information Exchange Network on Capacity Building for the Sound Management of Chemicals (INFOCAP
), to be maintained by the SAICM Secretariat;
· UNEP Chemical Information Exchange Network (CIEN)
; 
· The Clearing House mechanism for information exchange on POPs
 ;
· MEA Secretariats as well as focal points of bilateral and multilateral agencies and donors related to chemical safety.

· The 27 European national helpdesks
 for Registration, Evaluation and Authorisation of Chemicals (REACH) which provide state-of-the-art, consistent, and harmonized advice in timely fashion. REACH experiences will be used to support the further development of Chem HelpDesk®.

Services provided:

The free of cost services provided by Chem HelpDesk® will supply responses to queries on how to improve chemicals management capacities that can be incorporated into sustainable development and poverty reduction strategies. 

The process is demand driven in principle and includes the provision of accurate answers, to be sent back within 7 days maximum of an inquiry on issues such as, for example:

· identification and prioritization of chemical safety issues requiring immediate attention;

· accessing available chemical safety programmes and activities of international organisations and conventions;  

· accessing available funding opportunities; 

· accessing information on chemical toxicology and ecotoxicology, including links to existing database of experts;

· accessing information on best practices; 

· synergies and opportunities for collaboration between national work and ongoing regional  and sub-regional activities; 

· opportunities for synergies with Multilateral Environmental Agreements and other multi and bi- lateral agreements related to chemical safety 

· tools and entry points for linking chemicals management to major development issues, such as the Millennium Development Goals;  

· guidance and tools for enhancing sustainability of already achieved capacity for chemicals management at the national level; 

· organisational management and development; 

· undertaking a gap analysis with national authorities. 

In order to prioritize and determine the management of the specific queries, the web log Coordinator will classify them according to parameters that will reflect the type of chemical, stage in the chemical life cycle, environmental media concerned, exposed groups, specific aspects of chemicals management.
Users:

Anyone can access the information posted on the Chem HelpDesk® web log. Members of the general public are in a position to send suggestions.  

Only the registered users can submit a written query to Chem HelpDesk®, via email. The number of registered Chem HelpDesk® users will be restricted, initially, to official WHO government counterparts working in the ministries of health in SEAR countries dealing with matters related to chemical safety,
 national focal points of MEA related to chemical safety, members of the Thematic Working Group on Toxic Chemicals and Hazardous Substances set up in 2007 by the Ministerial Regional Forum on Environment and Health in Southeast and East Asian countries, NGOs’ officially working with WHO/SEARO and/or CRI, staff of CRI and staff of WHO. 
Operation:

Chem HelpDesk® is based on a web log (or blog), which is basically a web site that posts a database of member questions and expert answers on chemicals safety.

To fully fulfill the information needs of an activity, the knowledge base component of the Chem HelpDesk® is kept “open-ended” by supplementing it with a “Stratified Thematic Blog” component at its core. This activity oriented “hybrid” information service is supported by a multi-disciplinary knowledge base back-end. The broad spectrum, multi-disciplinary knowledge base, a selected team of information and subject specialists, together with target audiences, with varying degrees of participation rights, will provide a “dialog” dimension to the service.  

The functional workflow of Chem HelpDesk® is divided into five steps. There are four groups of people who are involved in the process, which are a Coordinator, registered members, experts and general public users. 

Functional workflow 

Step 1: Registered members can submit questions to Chem HelpDesk®
Step 2: The Coordinator collects questions from members, then sorts, edits and submits questions to experts in the field related to each question.

Step 3: Experts submit answers to Chem HelpDesk®.

Step 4: The Coordinator verifies and publishes questions and answers (experts’ identity is removed) to the web via Chem HelpDesk®.

Step 5: Users submit suggestions related to particular questions.

Operator: 

The Chulabhorn Research Institute is a multi-disciplinary research institute located in Bangkok, Thailand. Founded by Her Royal Highness Princess Chulabhorn Mahidol, the youngest daughter of Their Majesties King Bhumibhol Adulyadej and Queen Sirikit of Thailand, in 1987, the Institute was established as a non-profit, autonomous agency receiving major financial support from the Thai government through the Ministry of Education. 

It operates 9 research laboratories and offers capacity building programmes, as well as master's and doctoral degree programs in Environmental Toxicology, Technology and Management, through an Inter-university programme in conjunction with Mahidol University and the Asian Institute of Technology, as well as in the areas of Applied Biosciences – Environmental Health, Chemical Biology, and Environmental Toxicology through the recently established Chulabhorn Graduate Institute. 

CRI established the International Centre for Environmental Health and Toxicology (ICEHT) as a specialized center to operate and coordinate academic and research activities in the area of environmental toxicology and technology, including biotechnology, to protect the environment and human health. ICEHT also promotes and develops an awareness of environmental toxicology in all sectors of the population; government, the private sector and the general public. Since 2005 ICEHT/CRI is an official WHO Collaborating Centre for Capacity Building and Research in Environmental Health Science and Toxicology. 
ICEHT hosts Chem HelpDesk® as a 2 year pilot phase, with support from WHO/SEARO, starting in August 2008.
Monitoring: and Evaluation:
The service performance of Chem HelpDesk® will be evaluated on the basis of feedback obtained from users that received assistance.
The analysis of the data gathered through monitoring will be used to extract lessons learnt. 
Results will allow identifying which areas of chemical safety need to be strengthened in priority. The evaluation will also help delineating where chemical management issues are an inherent part of development and how work to improve chemicals management capacities can be incorporated into development assistance strategies, sustainable development strategies, and poverty reduction strategies.

The Chem HelpDesk® is accessible at: http://www.ChemHelpDesk.com 
� See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.cri.or.th/en/index.php" ��http://www.cri.or.th/en/index.php� and  � HYPERLINK "http://www.cri.or.th/en/envtox/default.htm" ��http://www.cri.or.th/en/envtox/default.htm� 


�See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.who.int/ifcs/en/" ��http://www.who.int/ifcs/en/� .


� See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.chem.unep.ch/SAICM/meeting/prepcom3/en/INF9.pdf" ��http://www.chem.unep.ch/SAICM/meeting/prepcom3/en/INF9.pdf� 


� See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.chem.unep.ch/saicm/SAICM%20texts/Final%20standalone%206%20June%2006.doc" ��http://www.chem.unep.ch/saicm/SAICM%20texts/Final%20standalone%206%20June%2006.doc� 


� See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.chem.unep.ch/saicm/WHA_A59_R15_en.pdf" ��http://www.chem.unep.ch/saicm/WHA_A59_R15_en.pdf� 


� Bangladesh, Bhutan, DPRK, India, Indonesia, Maldives, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Timor Leste


�  See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.who.int/ifcs/" ��www.who.int/ifcs/� 


� See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.who.int/iomc/en/" ��http://www.who.int/iomc/en/� 


� See: � HYPERLINK "http://ecb.jrc.it/infocap/english/moreabout.php" ��http://ecb.jrc.it/infocap/english/moreabout.php� 


� See: � HYPERLINK "http://jp1.estis.net/communities/cien" ��http://jp1.estis.net/communities/cien� 


� see: � HYPERLINK "http://chm.pops.int/Home/PressRelease19May/tabid/295/language/en-US/Default.aspx" �http://chm.pops.int/Home/PressRelease19May/tabid/295/language/en-US/Default.aspx� 


� See: � HYPERLINK "http://echa.europa.eu/reach/helpdesk/nationalhelp_contact_en.asp" ��http://echa.europa.eu/reach/helpdesk/nationalhelp_contact_en.asp� 


� See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.environment-health.asia/twg/Member_chemical.pdf" ��http://www.environment-health.asia/twg/Member_chemical.pdf� 
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