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Introduction

The following report is the first report submitted by  the Secretary General pursuant to the provisions of operative paragraph 4 of General Assembly Resolution AG/RES. 2549 (XL-O/10), adopted on June 8, 2010. This report highlights the activities undertaken to implement the Consumer Safety and Health Network since this resolution was adopted by the General Assembly, and since the previous General Assembly Resolution 2494 (XXXIX-O/09) of June 4, 2009.

I. Background

In Resolution AG/RES. 2494 (XXXIX-O/09) on Consumer Protection, the General Assembly of the Organization of American States (OAS) instructed the General Secretariat as follows:  on the one hand, to support reinforcement of existing cooperation mechanisms and other kinds of joint activities among governmental consumer protection agencies; and, on the other hand, to disseminate and boost efforts to provide legal protection and raise awareness of consumers' rights by coordinating its activities with those of national consumer protection agencies and other organizations.
To fulfill this mandate, the General Secretariat, through the Department of Special Legal Programs (DSLP), convened a first technical meeting of experts from governmental and nongovernmental consumer protection agencies and health authorities on "Consumer Health in the Americas,” on September 14 and 15, 2009, in Washington, DC.  It was attended by representatives from ten countries in the region, the OAS, the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) and civil society, represented specifically by Consumers International.

After a discussion and an exchange of ideas, the participating experts concluded that the protection of consumers in the market is a key determinant for health, as it is affected by the quantity, quality and safety of goods and services that a person consumes and uses.  Moreover, trade and consumption are global, and so cooperation and integration of regional efforts and even global initiatives are required.  Such cooperation should not be only among states; it also poses an inter-institutional challenge to consumer protection authorities, health authorities, sectoral regulatory institutions, and businessmen, as well as consumers and their associations.  

The group of experts also found that very few countries in the Hemisphere have early warning systems for identifying and exchanging information on health risks to consumers in the marketing of products.  Thus, it is necessary to strengthen countries’ market surveillance capacity, in order to prevent the sale of unsafe or potentially unsafe products. Therefore, a key recommendation of the meeting involved the importance of having national authorities and consumer organizations strengthen mechanisms to improve product safety monitoring of local and regional markets, and of having an inter-American system of early warning on unsafe products.

OAS-PAHO Alliance

Following the aforesaid workshop, and with the enthusiasm of the participating authorities, the Government of Brazil (through the Department of Consumer Protection and Defense of the Ministry of Justice, and the National Health Surveillance Agency of the Ministry of Health), offered initial  material and financial support, by virtue of which the OAS General Secretariat and PAHO formed a partnership to work on the design and implementation of a network of cooperation and joint work among consumer protection and health authorities in the Hemisphere, with the objective of guaranteeing safe consumer goods and services, and consequently health protection.

This alliance and the initial framework designed for its operation were presented in a report by the General Secretariat, through the DSLP, and by PAHO, to the General Committee of the OAS Permanent Council on February 15, 2010. As an immediate objective and first step in fulfilling the mandate of the 2009 Resolution, it was proposed to establish a common framework for creating a regional network on consumer product safety.

As part of this alliance, a major boost was given to a dialogue among health and consumer protection authorities and civil society, to define specific activities to undertake.   In particular, a new workshop was organized on April 15 and 16, 2010, at OAS headquarters, in which participants analyzed the conclusions reached in September 2009, discussed the manner in which a regional consumer products safety system should be implemented, and decided to establish an Advisory Working Group (AWG), which would provide its vision of the direction the initiative should take.

In particular, the issues discussed at that meeting regarding the regional effort to be programmed included the purpose, classification of categories, value-added of the project, ways to access information, periodicity of updating, and languages, among others. In short, the focus will be on guiding the strategy for implementation of the first phase, and on determining the requirements for implementing it. One result of the first meeting was a recommendation to coordinate efforts to avoid duplication and to enhance efforts with global initiatives such as that of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

II. Activities undertaken in accordance with Resolution AG/RES. 2549 (XL-O/10) – Design and implementation of the “Consumer Safety and Health Network” (CSHN)

The General Assembly, through Resolution AG/RES. 2549 (XL-O/10), mindful “that efforts must be coordinated between countries and institutions, both regional and global, in order to ensure more effective protection of consumers and of the right to consumer safety and health, in order to ensure more effective protection of consumer safety and health,” took into account the framework developed during the process described above by the General Secretariat in partnership with PAHO.

In particular, it highlighted the three strategic components that the Consumer Safety and Health Network should include: 1) the exchange of information on consumer safety and health; 2) the creation of the Inter-American Rapid Alert System for Product Safety; and 3) training and capacity-building of consumer safety and health agents. It also refers to the three phases of implementation:  a) creation of an Internet website; b) preparation of a pilot project for the development of an Inter-American Rapid Alert System for consumer product safety; and c) expansion of that system.

In this context, the General Secretariat of the OAS has undertaken the activities described below:

a. Immediately following approval of Resolution AG/RES. 2549 (XL-O/10), on June 17 and 18, a meeting of the Secretary General of the OAS, senior PAHO officials, and officials of the Government of Brazil was held at OAS headquarters; at that meeting, the Brazilian Government declared its financial support and commitment to coordinate the initial work for the design and implementation of the "Consumer Safety and Health Network" (CSHN).
b. Also virtually immediately thereafter, the OAS General Secretariat began work to coordinate the efforts of the DSLP and the Department of Information and Technology of the Secretariat for Administration and Finance (DOITS), under which the latter developed a prototype of the CSHN Web Portal, so that it could be studied and supported by the authorities of various consumer rights protection and health agencies in the region.

c. With the support of the government of Peru, through the National Institute for the Defense of Competition and Industrial Property (INDECOPI), and PAHO, an international seminar on “Standards and Practices for Market Surveillance and Consumer Safety,” was held in Lima, Peru in August 2010.  This purpose of this seminar was to share experiences on market surveillance for product safety and to discuss substantive matters that the CSHN should cover and the steps to take for implementation.  On that occasion, the CSHN prototype designed by the DOITS was officially presented, and supported by the participating representatives of the countries in attendance, as well as civil society organizations, the OAS General Secretariat, and PAHO.  In addition to suggestions received from participants, the prototype website was made available to the general public for several weeks, so that they could study it in detail, and so that those countries that were unable to attend the seminar in Peru could give their opinions and suggestions.

d. Alongside the activities to implement the CSHN, research was also done on consumption as a determinant of human health, and the results were published in a chapter on Consumers’ Health: a Fundamental Right of the book entitled Environmental and Social Determinants of Health, published by PAHO in 2010.  Moreover, a directory of consumer protection agencies was prepared, as was a reference table with the principal regulations of OAS member states. 
e. Between validation of the portal prototype in August 2010 and the end of October 2010, intense work was done: (a) by the Department of Information and Technology Services (DOITS) on design and implementation of the CSHN website and portal, and its alerts collection platform, as well as on adaptation of the secure communication tool for authorities responsible for market surveillance of product safety; and (b) by the Department of Special Legal Programs (DSLP) on coordinating project implementation activities, particularly in order to meet the goal set by the national authorities in Lima of officially launching the CSHN in November 2010. At the same time, work got under way on designing the initial training activities and coordinating with the OECD to ensure harmonization and cooperation with global initiatives. 
f. Tuesday, November 23, 2010: Official launching of the CSHN before the Permanent Council of the OAS by the health and consumer protection authorities of Brazil and the United States. The technical presentation of the CSHN at the meeting of the Permanent Council was given by representatives of Brazil's National Health Surveillance Agency (ANVISA) and its Department of Consumer Protection and Defense (DPDC) and by the United States' Consumer Product Safety Commission. They stressed that the objective was to contribute to the development and consolidation of national and regional systems working on strengthening consumer product safety and, thus protect consumer health through the early detection and coordinated action that may prevent the entry of unsafe non-food consumer products to American markets. Accordingly, the presenters described efforts undertaken so far in this field, projections, and steps to be taken for successful implementation of the Network. Finally, they showed how to navigate the CSHN website, pointing out its tools and uses. Time was allowed after the presentation for OAS member states to share their assessment of the initiative and of the next steps to be taken to ensure the success of the project. The CSHN web portal can be accessed at: www.oas.org/rcss. 
g. On November 30, 2010, a representative of the DSLP gave a presentation of the CSHN to an international audience of specialists in this field, during the annual meeting of the International Consumer Product Health & Safety Organization (ICPHSO) in London, United Kingdom. On December 2, 2010, he took part in the meeting of the OECD's working group specializing in product safety, at the headquarters of the European Commission, in Brussels, Belgium, when the CSHN was presented. At that meeting, important agreements were reached on cooperation between global and regional efforts. In particular, it was proposed that the CSHN platform be used as an example in implementation of the global safety alerts platform, and that the Organization of American States be the link between countries in the Americas that are not OECD member states and the global forum. In this way, the OAS has begun to position itself as a major player in a global cooperation scenario.
h. Initial training activities. Under the academic guidance of experts at the Pompeu Fabra University, the first postgraduate CSHN course was designed and called “Management of the Product Safety Market Surveillance System." The objective is to contribute to the technical training of authorities in the region in product safety issues, by examining the basic features of product safety management mainly in Europe and the United States. This first course, for senior health and consumer protection authorities in the region, will last from January 21 to March 3, 2011. It will take the form of a four-week online course with each participant putting in 7-12 hours per week; after that, there will be face-to-face sessions in Washington, D.C. In addition to the Government of Brazil's support via ANVISA, the DPDC, and the National Institute of metrology, Standardization and Industrial Quality (INMETRO), contributions are also being made by the Government of Cataluña, through the Catalan Consumer Agency, and by the Government of the united States, through the Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) and the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST).
III. Next steps in the implementation of resolution AG/RES. 2549 (XL-O/10)
With a view to laying solid foundations for building an Inter-American consumer product safety Rapid Alert System in the medium term, the national authorities have set the following priorities for implementing the CSHN: 
a. Dissemination, use, and improvement of the CSHN by its users and operation of the inter-agency secure communication tool designed by DOITS.
b. The fostering of participation by more countries in the region, in addition to those who have helped implement the network.
c. Design of a partnership with CARICOM to devise a cooperation plan for fostering the participation of Caribbean countries in the CSHN, given CARICOM's same mandates in this field. 
d. Broadening of coordination and cooperation with global initiatives, especially those of the OECD.
e. Strengthening of the Working Group for implementing WHO recommendations regarding the advertising and marketing of food to children. 
f. Design of new training courses: Completion of the specialized postgraduate course and organization of a basic course in 2011. Proposal to hold a course focusing on the Caribbean, in cooperation with CARICOM. 
g. Organization of the second workshop for exchanging experiences with accountability and reparation systems, in the third quarter of 2011 (venue to be determined). 
h. Expansion of the CSHN to include other institutional players (metrology, standardization, customs, and others) and intranational coordination among consumer protection authorities, health authorities, metrology and standardization institutes, civil society and others. 
IV. Assessment 
The CSHN is the first inter-American effort to contribute to the development and consolidation of national and regional systems designed to enhance product safety. 
The initiative will have a positive impact on public health by providing a tool that affords centralized access to relevant information for consumers and consumer protection agencies, thus allowing measures to be taken more quickly as risks arise. That way, it will strengthen states' monitoring and control capabilities since, by providing a common information framework, authorities will have a stronger basis for adopting decisions. 
It is an opportunity to systematize experience, create common indicators, and establish joint priorities, with greater hemispheric cooperation more closely aligned with the region's possibilities and needs, encouraging the development of national systems in harmony with product safety initiatives of regional or sub-regional scope. It also represents an opportunity for countries to learn about criteria and procedures for establishing warnings and identifying best practices, as well as harnessing the infrastructure and experience of countries that are more advanced in terms of product safety surveillance in their markets, along with the technical capacity of PAHO in the area of health and the expertise of the OAS in design and administration of databases and secure on-line information sharing systems.
Implementation of CSHN has been exceptionally quick, bearing in mind that mandate was issued in June and the network was launched in November the same year. It is a model of effective coordination, not only internally in the OAS General Secretariat, through harmonization of the efforts of the Department of. Special Legal Programs (DPJE) and the Department of Information and Technology (DOITS), but also in terms of the partnership developed with PAHO, our sister organization, which has been providing the core perspective on the issue from the point of view of health and encouraging the involvement of the hemisphere's health agencies; the active participation and contribution of member states, through multiple national agencies; and the preparations for the necessary cooperation at the global level with the OECD, given the characteristics of the market at present.
In this context, the cooperation of CARICOM in increasing the participation of Caribbean countries in the project looks to be fundamental. In particular the following have been proposed as initial cooperation options: implementation of a pilot scheme for an early warning system in the Caribbean; targeted training courses; and/or pilot implementation of a secure inter-agency communication tool designed by DOITS. 
The future creation of an Inter-American Rapid Alert System for product safety will help to protect the health of consumers through prompt detection and coordinated steps to prevent unsafe consumer products from entering American markets. 
To that end the CSHN has been paving the way to enable countries to design the system that best suits their needs and realities, learning from the example of successful experiences in other world regions. However, carefully planned dialogue efforts between national authorities will be necessary to determine the scale of needs and the characteristics that it should adopt, leading to several months of coordination work on the part of the OAS General Secretariat. Accordingly, securing new funds looks likely to become a priority for the success of efforts in the medium term. 
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