ESWI BULLETIN

INFLUENZA LABORATORY TRAINING COURSE  
  The first week of June, I attended ESWI’s Influenza Laboratory Training Course at the Erasmus Medical Centre in Rotterdam, The Netherlands. Along with 17 other participants, I entered the practicum room at the 17th floor of the Medical faculty, on Monday morning, where the course was given.
  The course provided an overview of commonly used techniques for the detection, (sub)typing and serology of influenza viruses and it was designed in a way that accommodated a wide range of backgrounds of the participants. The participants were coming from labs all over Europe and they were mainly a mixture of molecular biologists, microbiologists and lab technicians, most with a quite good knowledge of influenza laboratory practice and some with no experience at all. In my case, as a lecturer of Microbiology in Medical School of Aristotle University in Thessaloniki, Greece, who teaches medical students the basic knowledge about bacterias and viruses, it was a good chance after some years, to seat on a really hard stool at the bench and be the student again!        

 In order to guarantee safety the experiments were designed with vaccine strains only and we performed everything in an open lab at the bench. Of course, under normal circumstances all procedures would have been performed at appropriate bio safety levels. An excellent team of lab technicians, with a big experience in influenza lab techniques were discreetly watching us, advising us and preventing us from making serious mistakes.   
The practical side of the course covered a wide range of techniques used in the laboratory for the detection, (sub)typing and serology of influenza viruses. During this course we performed most of these techniques ourselves. We were provided with the laboratory protocols and all the materials needed for all the methods we performed.

More analytically, we performed virus cultivation in MDCK cells, a commercial influenza test (Directigen), direct immunofluorescence assay, examination of the cytopathic effect of the virus on MDCK cells, inoculation of embryonated chicken eggs, RNA isolation, TAQMAN, polymerase chain reaction (PCR) , sequence reaction and the haemagglutination inhibition test (HI). The experiments were perfectly designed and we all had successful results! The Erasmus technicians were near us during all this time, always in a good humor, ready to help us, or answer our questions.
  Additionally, some video presentations of techniques, such as the virus neutralization assay and the inoculation of embryonated chicken eggs were given. 
Each day we also had presentations about interesting and useful aspects of influenza research. The presentations were about collection and transport of specimens, laboratory diagnosis of influenza, quantitative real time PCR and TAQMAN, the pandemic influenza threat and preparedness, surveillance of avian influenza in wild birds, antigenic cartography based on HI assay and sequence and phylogenetic analysis techniques and tools. The presentations were given by speakers who are worldwide experts on all these fields.

  It was really very interesting talking with the other participants, most of them working in influenza labs all over Europe. I realized that most of us are facing the same problems every day at work and trying to solve them under contrary conditions. 
I also made some good friends there and I hope that we will collaborate and help each other in the future. 

 Finally, I would like to say congratulations and many thanks to Guus Rimmelzwaan and Ab Osterhaus and of course to ESWI, for this excellent course because it was designed in a way that really helped  all the participants. This was a very difficult challenge, but the design of all the experimental work was perfect. So, congratulation again! Many thanks also to Theo, Chantal, Ruud, Nella, Monique and Gerrie for doing a great job despite the difficulties. Together, all these people spent quite a long time organizing this course and then the full week itself in giving it.

  This was a very good opportunity for me and I am very happy that I had the chance to do it. I also encourage others to participate in it the next time.
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