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1. Project execution

PlantProCENTRE was a Specific Support Action project, funded by the 6th Framework Programme of the European Union in the area of Food Quality and Safety and executed by Plant Protection Institute (PPI), Bulgaria during the period 2005 – 2008.
At the start of the project in 2005, Bulgaria was still an associated member of the EU and was facing numerous pre-accession challenges in order to meet the standards of the Community. One such challenge was to ensure the production of safe food of high quality by establishing a firm scientific foundation to Plant Health in the country. In order to achieve this, two necessities of immediate concern were recognized:
1) To build an effective and flexible expert system for diagnosis and identification of pests on agricultural crops through adoption and development of simple and fast technologies in close interaction with EU experts.

2) To develop methods for biological control, sensitive to regional peculiarities and to promote organic agriculture.
With a 70-year old tradition and scientific staff with various background and expertise, PPI is leading in the field of Plant Protection in Bulgaria. Its main research areas cover Bionomy of Pests, Diseases, Weeds and Bioagent (PDWB) and Integrated Pest Management (IPM) of agricultural crops. The main aim of PlantProCENTRE was to establish PPI as a centre of excellence for research and knowledge-transfer in the field of Plant Protection on the Balkans and thus to facilitate the provision of the necessities listed above. In order to ensure the continuity of the related activities beyond the end of the project and remain in close interaction with the European Research Area, PlantProCENTRE also aimed to promote further participation in the Framework Programmes of the EU.
For the process of establishment of PPI as a Centre of Excellence, three main priorities for improvement were outlined – human potential, material resources and knowledge transfer.
Reinforcement of human potential is a major priority of Plant Protection Institute supported by the project PlantProCENTRE. Among the main activities connected with it is to perform qualification courses in the areas where no sufficient expertise is available at the Institute in order to adopt new methods and techniques and to raise the overall quality of work. The major target group for these activities consists of young researchers and PhD students.
In order to receive adequate training ensuring the most efficient use of time and funds, consultancies were received from 21 distinguished scientists from Austria, Belgium, Germany, Italy, The Netherlands, Spain, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. In total, 23 programmes for qualification courses in diagnostics and identification, pest control methods and detection of pesticide residues and mycotoxins were developed by 22 EU scientists after consultation and were attended by 16 PPI specialists.
The acquired knowledge and skills in applying contemporary methods and techniques in Plant Protection are implemented at the Laboratory Complex of PPI. The training also resulted in the establishment of collaborative links with leading research institutions in Europe thus creating the potential for developing joint research projects in the future. 

National expertise also contributed to the development of human potential. A course in Biostatistics, taught by external lecturers from the Faculty of Biology at Sofia University was attended by the researchers at PPI. Consultancy was received on the adoption of a Quality Management System at the Laboratory Complex of PPI. As a result, four training courses on Quality Control, Internal Audit, Metrology and Certified Reference Materials were attended by the PPI employees involved in the accreditation procedure.
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Reinforcement of human potential was also achieved by employment of new specialists in order to preserve the existing traditions at PPI, transferring knowledge and expert skills to the new generation of Bulgarian plant protection scientists. Thus, PPI managed to accomplish the range of experts that would relevantly cover the priority fields of research.
PPI attracted new PhD students and researchers who are working on permanent positions. Also seven researchers, initially employed specifically to deliver to the project, have been recruited as permanent employees. The shift from temporary to a permanent position creates a positive impact on Plant Protection Institute’s performance and age structure (Figure 1).
Another main priority of PlantProCENTRE was to reinforce material resources. The upgrade and renewal of scientific equipment was considered an essential step towards the application of modern diagnostic methods and to the accomplishment of research activities meeting European standards. One of the aims to upgrade the existing laboratories of Phytopatology, Entomology, Nematology and Virology and provide a modern working environment for development and application of new methods and techniques. For the upgrade, 16 items of essential equipment were purchased and installed and consumables were supplied for their use. 
Prior to the start of project PlantProCENTRE, molecular methods had not been used in Plant Protection Institute (PPI) due to the lack of equipment and skills to implement them. A new laboratory of Molecular Diagnostics was established at PPI and was supplied with 15 items of essential equipment and relevant consumables.
The upgraded laboratories and the newly established laboratory of Molecular Diagnostics are now the elements of a modern Laboratory Complex for Testing and Diagnostics (LCTD) at PPI, which started functioning at full capacity at the end of April 2006.
The adoption of a quality management system to comply with ISO/IEC 17025:2005 is a necessary proof for the competence of laboratories and facilitates collaboration with leading international laboratories. An accreditation procedure started at the LCTD, encompassing four divisions: Chemical Analysis of Contaminants, Molecular Diagnostics, Serological Diagnostics and Morphological Identification.
The third main priority of the project was the reinforcement of knowledge transfer. Various activities were undertaken to ensure continuous transfer of information, experience and skills to and from other institutions working in the field of plant protection. One of them was to implement short study visits at the leading institutions and to discuss the opportunities for joint research, as well as to share experience in the area of elaboration of project proposals. Nine study visits were carried out by six PPI representatives.

The efforts of the Project Board were particularly directed towards participation in the 6th and 7th Framework Program of the EU. In total, PlantProCENTRE has contributed to the current participation of PPI in one FP7 and three FP6 projects, as well as four research projects funded by other programmes.  
Another activitiy aiming at knowledge transfer was participation in workshops, national and international scientific conferences in order to present their results to the scientific community and exchange knowledge and ideas for future research. For the duration of the project, 14 PPI scientists attended 14 national and international meetings and scientific events focused on various aspects of Plant Protection, presenting 24 oral presentations and posters which resulted in the publication of 11 abstracts and 13 papers.
A Balkan workshop on Thysanoptera was organized by PlantProCENTRE in November, 2006. It resulted in the elaboration and submission of a project proposal and initiated the preparation of a comprehensive list of thrips species in Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Greece, Romania and Bulgaria, with the ambition to compile a full list of thrips species on the Balkans.
 A Balkan Week of Plant Health was organized by PlantProCENTRE during three consecutive years of the project life. Its main goals were: 1) to gather Phytosanitary operative experts and governmental officials from the Balkan region and Europe in order to address Plant Protection problems and discuss the impact of scientific progress on policy-making; 2) to conduct scientific sessions on specific topics of importance in the area of Plant Protection and 3) to carry out roundtable discussions between operative experts and researchers on contemporary plant health issues. The event received considerable interest, gathering audiences of up to 120 people. 
Another aspect of the activities, connected to knowledge transfer, is to maintain and develop the capacity of Bulgarian plant protection specialists up-to-date and prevent erosion of expertise on a regional and national scale. In this respect, the project envisaged to conduct periodic refresher courses in various fields of Plant Protection for researchers and operative specialists, as well as farmers and agricultural producers. To carry out this activity, a Center for Professional Training (CPT) was established at PPI in July, 2007. It was licensed at the National Agency for Vocational Training and provides theoretical and practical professional training for qualification in the field of Plant Protection and Agriculture. The current educational provision of the CPT includes 11 training modules focused on identification of pests, pathogens and weeds, pest control, quarantine, prognosis, integrated production and food safety. For the period since its establishment until June, 2008, CPT has trained 484 specialists and farmers and has organized two seminars for 24 students.
2. Dissemination
The results of PlantProCENTRE were disseminated through:
· 148 scientific papers published in international and national refereed journals and conference proceedings, 
· presentations of results, methods and experience of scientists attending training programs in the EU – at conferences, at meetings of the Scientific Committee at PPI and by press releases
· the web site of Plant Protection Institute – http://www.ppi-bg.org
· publications in the press - European Parliament Magazine, Plant Protection Journal /Bulgaria/, newspaper “Stopanin”, Plant Science Journal /reference journal/
· 2 books with proceedings of the Annual Balkan Week of Plant Health

· Balkan Meeting (workshop) on Thysanoptera
· leaflets and brochures presenting the new laboratory complex handed out at events

The project has successfully fulfilled all the objectives set in the proposal. Its achievements should be however estimated as going beyond the realization of particular activities and results. These are related to the broader issues of changing the philosophy of approach to research infrastructure, to developing the existing research capacities, and to applying strategic planning of research within the existing national, regional and EU context.[image: image2.png]















Figure 1. Age structure of researchers at the PPI at the beginning and the end of the Project


















































