Science and Policy Collaboration: Bird Flu Case 

By Yohanes Widodo 
Cases of avian influenza or bird flu are re-infecting. A total of 64,095 chickens died because of bird flu in 17 districts in South Sulawesi (Kompas, 13/7/2011). This phenomenon has repeated event occurred in 2003-2007. At that time, Indonesia, was recorded as the most people who were the resource persons infected by bird flu virus in the world. Until August 2007, the Health Department said a cumulative quantity of bird flu case of human has reached 129 cases and 105 cases among them bring to dead (JP, 03/06/2006).
The economical impact of the bird flu has reached Rp4,1 quintillion in 2004-2007 (Indopos, 25/03/2008). It was caused by losses from the mass culling of poultry (which compensation of only US$1.40 per bird being paid); the demand of poultry product that has been declining; the consumption of chickens and eggs that followed to be flagging; the addition cost used by farmer and government to overcome the bird flu; and the decreasing of tourist coming to Indonesia (Hernanda, 2008).  
Indonesian scientists have to struggle in solving the uncertainties. They have to overcome the problem by research while the disease runs quickly. Government and scientists try to figure out the mystery over the bird flu spread (Rukmantara, 2006). On the other hand, there is ignorance where most people still turn a blind eye to the seriousness of the disease. Data from National Commission for avian influenza and pandemic preparedness said that 97 percent of Indonesian are aware of bird flu, but that only 15 percent regard the disease as a direct threat to themselves and their families (JP, 06/07/2005).
Science and Policy Collaboration

My research on science and policy collaboration in the case of bird flu in Bali (2008), found that there are at least three findings on the case of bird flu in Indonesia.  First, collaboration gap between science and policy. Government policies are claimed to be based on the best available scientific advice or risk assessment. So, it is supposed to be a good collaboration between science and policy. But in reality, there is a gap between them. Some factors are hampering collaboration between them. 
There are some problems faced by the scientists when they deal with their research: (1) Lack of facilities, funding and infrastructures. Indonesian researcher has to struggle with the lack of facilities. They have to rely on the WHO lab in Hong Kong for bird flu results, because there is no laboratory in the country to speed up the testing for bird flu cases. (2) Political pressure for the scientist and scientific result. Scientists have no freedom to speak to present their scientific result. (3) Political apathy and the atmosphere of indifference. The levels of apathy are not similar, but the end result is the same. The general public's lack of awareness of avian influenza, the lack of effective, standardized and island-wide detection and prevention measures, and the lack of an emergency response management are some of the results of such apathy. The officials have data on the increase of outbreaks around this time. But they are not accustomed to being prepared, before trouble hits home. And the public indifference is borne out of a lack of knowledge.

Second, public participation. Collaborative approaches to decision-making, fact finding, and policy formulation are one way to address several key dilemmas scientist and decision makers face (Lenard, 2003). The other way is involving public participation as a potential solution. The empowerment and the participation of the public is the key in containing the spread of avian influenza. 

Education and empowerment of traditional institutions will play a critical role in warding off the threat. With support from those institutions, there is a huge possibility that we will be able to prevent the occurrence of an outbreak or confine the outbreak to a limited geographical area. Education and empowerment are effective ways to wipe out the general public's indifference toward the threat of avian influenza. 
Public participation is very important because it can encourage them to set up quick response mechanism and increase public awareness of the danger of the virus.  So they can stop the spread of the virus by themselves. One of the examples of independent community involvement is in Beraban Village, near Tanah Lot temple, Bali. The village had established a working team tasked with monitoring the existence of the virus on a daily basis. The team comprising local officials and community leaders monitors poultry at traditional markets. The team has also monitored and inspected the poultry supply entering the village from the neighboring regencies. They have guarded every door to the village. 

Third, the role of media. In relationship, collaboration, and conflict of science and policy, the role of media is necessary. Media is in the middle between science and policy. I know, sometimes there is a limitation of media:  news, most of time, presents a fragment of big picture of what is really happening and what might be to come. Media, by nature, is insufficient to give a clear, yet detailed account of an emerging outbreak such as bird flu (Fitri, 2007). 

In the situation in which there is knowledge gap for policy development and policy interventions because of scientific uncertainty and of high public concern, media has important role in enabling participation of the citizen/people and to help and encourage policy maker by raising emerging issues. This should entail integrated actions for more proactive approaches by the scientific community with media and society.
In the case of bird flu, scientists have to work with media because government seems to be covering up this issue due to pressure from business interests for instance ‘good image’. There is a pressure where media should produce ‘good news’ on bird flu issues. For example, Bali administration said it was annoyed by recent media reports of the bird flu virus on the island, which it said were creating excessive public anxiety that could damage the image of the resort island as it recovers from two deadly terrorist attacks (Hermawan and Sabarini, 2007). 
Media also has important role in advocating scientists when they got pressure from government. In this case, we saw that undaunted by these restrictions, scientists (such as Chairul Anwar Nidom, an animal health expert from Airlangga University, East Java, and I Gede Ngurah Mahardika, a virologists and scientist from Udayana University, Denpasar Bali,) got more space in the media. They even became more popular as a bird flu specialist following his pressure on the government to address the disease properly.

Challenges 
Scientists are not only have to struggle with ‘science’ but also ‘politics’. In this condition, the challenge for scientists is more difficult. They need to deal with negligence, ignorance, doubt and uncertainty and political pressure as well. In condition like this, they cannot do their job effectively and play their role optimally. 
Conflicting relationship among scientist, policy makers, and public because there is both criticism and misunderstanding among them. The implication is that the players use different languages discourses for identifying knowledge and constructing persuasive arguments.  Politician sees sensitive issue such as bird flu that can influence the image of the country. So it must be treated and published in a very careful way. According to politician, tourism is a very fragile and vulnerable industry and can be influenced by the result of the research and by the media publication. 
Politician also assumed that scientist has to take a number of steps before the result of scientific research (the content of which might disturb the public) were released to the media. The steps include the internal review by the university’s administrators and experts, and external review and coordination with all relevant government agencies.  

On the other hand, scientist sees the result of this kind of research should be made available to the public as soon as possible.  In this case, the scientist has to find a way to do exactly that the scientists need to release the information in such a way without raising an unnecessary furor and cause the misunderstanding. *** 
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