
AfroLabNet Module BNI 1.1
Strengthening national capacities for outbreak and 
crisis situations in Africa

Challenges addressed by the project
Most African countries are challenged to reliably diagnose pathogens with epidemic 
potential and to adequately respond to outbreaks. The lack of such capacity has con-
tributed to the delayed response observed during the Ebola virus disease outbreak in 
West Africa in 2014. To address this gap, this project aims to strengthen the relevant 
structures in Nigeria, Guinea and Benin so that local tropical and other infectious 
diseases, such as Lassa fever and Ebola virus disease, can be diagnosed effectively.

Objectives
 »  Successive expansion of partner countries’ diagnostic capacities for the rapid de-

tection of emerging infectious diseases
 » Development of a sustainable partnership approach
 »  Establishment of long-term cooperation to be able to react quickly in the event 

of an outbreak
 » Community studies on the occurrence of pathogens

Overview of activities
The Department of Virology at the Bernhard Nocht Institute for Tropical Medicine 
(BNITM) has been working with the Irrua Specialist Teaching Hospital (ISTH) in Edo 
State, Nigeria, for more than 10 years. In 2008, the Institute for Lassa Fever Research 
and Control (ILFRC) started providing nationwide Lassa virus diagnostics with the 
support of BNITM, and since then, it resolves over 90% of all suspected Lassa fever 
cases reported in Nigeria. This project enables ILFRC to maintain activities to im-
prove patient care. Local staff can now safely diagnose various haemorrhagic fevers 
using real-time PCR, including Lassa, Ebola, Dengue and Yellow fever, as well as per-
form serological testing for various diseases. BNITM teams visit ILFRC at least three 
times a year to provide support with Lassa outbreaks, the implementation of new 
diagnostic tools, and intensive training of 15 staff members.

Since 2014, yearly outbreaks of Lassa fever have also occurred in Benin. To strengthen 
laboratory capacities, and thanks to the support given by this project, various train-
ings have been performed at the Laboratory for Viral Hemorrhagic Fever (LFHB) in 
Cotonou, and since 2018, the laboratory is able to independently diagnose not only 
Lassa fever, but also Ebola, Dengue, Zika, Chikungunya and Yellow Fever. Positive 
cases are reported directly to the Benin Ministry of Health and the World Health 
Organization.
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Similarly, the Laboratory for Viral Haemorrhagic Fever in Conakry, Guinea, is also 
supported by this project. BNITM provides regular trainings and sustains the im-
plementation of diagnostics capacities for Ebola and Lassa viruses. Importantly, to 
upgrade the overall surveillance system of the country, a sentinel laboratory was 
established in Gueckédou, Forest Guinea, in June 2016. It processes an average of 80 
samples per month to help monitor various diseases in the region, including Lassa, 
Ebola and Yellow fever.

Partner institutions
 » Irrua Specialist Teaching Hospital (ISTH), Irrua, Nigeria; Institute for Lassa Fever 

Research and Control (ILFRC).
 » Laboratoire des Fièvres Hémorragiques Virales, Centre de Recherche en Virologie 

(PFHG), Nongo, Conakry, Guinea.
 » Laboratoire de diagnostic des Fièvres Hémorragiques du Benin (LFHB), 

 Cotonou, Benin

Contact/supporting institution in Germany
Bernhard Nocht Institute for  Tropical Medicine, Virology Department
Dr. Sophie Duraffour duraffour@bnitm.de
Dr. Meike Pahlmann pahlmann@bnitm.de
www.bnitm.de/en

ISTH team together with ILFRC coordinator 
Dr Ephraim Ogbaini- Emovon, ILFRC laboratory 
team and BNITM team in March 2018, Irrua, 
Nigeria.

Training of laboratory personnel at the Glovebox 
in Cotonou.

Training of laboratory staff in Gueckédou, 
 Forest Guinea.
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AfroLabNet Module BNI 1.2
West Africa laboratory network and European Mobile Labs 
(EMLab): strengthening national capacities for outbreak and 
crisis situations in Africa

Challenges addressed by the project
Many countries worldwide, including sub-Saharan African countries, struggle with 
infectious disease outbreaks, such as Ebola or Lassa fever, which can threaten the 
health of the local population as well as the international community. The most 
devastating Ebola outbreak in history occurred in 2014–2016 and claimed more than 
11 000 lives out of over 28 000 infected patients. In order to diagnose these outbreaks 
and to be able to carry out the diagnostics in affected patients, appropriate laboratory 
capacities are required in both reference laboratories and near treatment centres. 
However, these are often insufficient. Valuable time can therefore be lost before the 
correct diagnoses are made. Time is both lost in the identification of the causative 
agent and in the diagnosis of individual patients in order to provide the appropriate 
treatment, as well as the appropriate and necessary infection control measures. Afro-
LabNet Module 1.2 is dedicated to supplying mobile diagnostic units and laboratory 
teams to meet this need for diagnostic capacity in case of infectious disease out-
breaks.

Objectives
The project keeps mobile field laboratories and a pool of deployable scientists and 
technical assistants ready for deployment in case of outbreaks.

Overview of activities
The laboratory units are kept up-to-date and there is regular monitoring of opera-
tional readiness.

Once a year, candidates undergo theoretical and practical training at the BNITM in 
one-week EMLab training courses to participate in future assignments. Candidates 
from Europe and Africa are invited to attend these courses.

EMLab regularly applies for EU-level exercises and took part in a MODEX field exer-
cise in 2017, followed by EU tabletop exercises in 2017 and 2018.

The BNITM‘s and EMLab‘s laboratory units are partners in the Global Outbreak 
Alert and Response Network (WHO-GOARN), registered in the voluntary pool of the 
European Civil Protection Mechanism of DG-ECHO (Directorate General for Euro-
pean Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid) at the European Commission. EMLab 
is represented at relevant working meetings with WHO-GOARN and the European 
Commission.
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In 2016, at the request of the WHO, a laboratory unit was sent to the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo for approximately three months to examine patient samples 
in a suspected yellow fever outbreak. In 2017, a laboratory unit was sent to Uganda 
for approximately three weeks at the request of the WHO, where a limited Marburg 
virus outbreak was ongoing.

Partner institutions
For many years, BNITM has partnered with the Lassa fever Diagnostic and Research 
Institute (Institute for Lassa fever Research and Control ,ILFRC) from Irrua Specialist 
Teaching Hospital (ISTH) in Nigeria, where two mobile lab units are kept for deploy-
ment in Nigeria and West Africa. Further, BNITM works in very close cooperation 
with the Robert Koch Institute on training of emergency personnel and operation-
al planning. Since the establishment of the EMLab (European Mobile Laboratory) 
consortium, with implementing partners Bundeswehr Institute for Microbiology 
in Munich (technical concept) and the National Institute for Infectious Diseases 
INMI Spallanzani in Rome, this has been open to participants from all over Europe 
( Slovenia, Switzerland, Hungary, Austria, Belgium, France, Great Britain, Spain, Portu-
gal, and Italy).

Contact/supporting institution in Germany
Bernhard Nocht Institute for  Tropical Medicine, Virology Department
Dr. med. Martin Gabriel gabriel@bnitm.de
www.bnitm.de/en
www.emlab.eu

mailto:gabriel%40bnitm.de?subject=
http://www.bnitm.de/en
http://www.emlab.eu
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