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The Asia Pacific 
Bioinformatics Network (APBioNet):
Fostering the Growth of Bioinformatics and allied disciplines in the Asia Pacific*
Introduction

Founded in 1998  [1], the Asia Pacific Bioinformatics Network (APBioNet) is the oldest bioinformatics organisation in the region to champion the advancement of bioinformatics in the Asia Pacific region. After a 1997 study under the auspices of the APEC Telecommunications Working group (APEC TEL) indicated a wide disparity amongst countries in the region in terms of expertise in bioinformatics [2], leading researchers in the region gathered together at the Pacific Symposium for Biocomputing 1998 to establish the framework and the plan for developing bioinformatics in the region.  In partnership with the Asia Pacific Advanced Network (APAN), APBioNet, as its first networking project, could ride on the APAN second generation Internet2 network infrastructure established and developed from 1996 to 1998, to reach out to Asia Pacific bioinformatics groups.
    Nearly 10 years later, APBioNet today is led by an elected Executive Committee of leaders in bioinformatics dedicated to the growth of bioinformatics in their respective countries and beyond. APBioNet membership numbers exceed 1,000 on our mailing list. Membership fees are currently still waived to continue to encourage more people to join.
Conferences and Meetings

In terms of conferences, meetings and workshops, APBioNet has been involved with more than a dozen such meetings. In particular, APBioNet ExCo forms the steering committee of the International Conference on Bioinformatics (InCoB), started in Bangkok, Thailand (2002) and followed by InCoB in Penang, Malaysia (2003), Auckland, New Zealand (2004), Busan, Korea (2005) and New Delhi, India (18-20 October 2006) [3]. Top papers in InCoB today are published in international journals e.g. BMC Bioinformatics and J. BioSciences. APBioNet enthusiastically supports new conferences such as the International Life Science Grid workshop (LSGRID) which recently successfully held the 3rd LSGRID2006 in RIKEN, Japan [4].  In particular APBioNet is keen to facilitate scholarly scientific meetings in the region and interested parties are recommended to get in touch with APBioNet.

Training and Education

APBioNet cooperates with organisations such as the S* Life Science Informatics Alliance [5] to facilitate online training in bioinformatics, as well as the ASEAN Virtual Institute of Science and Technology (AVIST) [6] (personal communications with Kanchana Kanchanasut). In particular, as a result of a research grant from the International Development and Research Centre (IDRC) of Canada and subsequent R&D in the National University of Singapore (NUS), APBioNet produced a bioinformatics grid enabled software as well as a distributable LiveCD containing bioinformatics software to facilitate bioinformatics training [7].
In partnership with the Federation of Asian Oceanian Biochemists and Molecular Biologists (FAOBMB), APBioNet also runs bioinformatics workshop in various countries such as Pakistan (2005) and Vietnam (2007). In partnership with the ASEAN SubCommittee on Biotechnology, APBioNet has also assisted in running workshops in Beijing, China (2004) and in Hyderabad, India (2005). In terms of establishing sustainable bioinformatics education and training, APBioNet is open to partnering with institutions and industry to promote course accreditation, curriculum development and institutional awareness of the need to incorporate bioinformatics subjects into existing undergraduate life sciences curricula, as well as the need to set up training courses at the post-graduate level for training and re-training of life sciences. Any one willing to cooperate with APBioNet in promoting bioinformatics education can get in touch with the APBioNet Secretariat.
Database/Computational Services and Resources

One of the earliest projects which APBioNet set up was a collaboration to build a bioinformatics network riding on the advanced network infrastructure of the Asia Pacific Advanced Network (APAN) [8]. This led to the formation of the BioMirrors project [9] which ensured that today database replication of key bioinformatics databases are widely practised in a topologically efficient manner. To address the quality of these database nodes, APBioNet held the First Preparatory Workshop of the Asia Pacific Bioinformatics Network (APBioNet) during GridAsia 2006 in Singapore [10] to discuss the formation of APBioNet Nodes in the region and to explain to prospective candidates the various aspects of becoming a National or Institutional Bioinformatics Node. 
At the same time, many institutions in Asia may not have good network bandwidth to be able to guarantee timely data replication due to the tremendous growth in the size of bioinformatics datasets. APBioNet is currently engaged in a collaborative research project with Prince of Songkhla University  (Thailand), Korean Bioinformation Center (KOBIC) and National University of Singapore through the funding of IDRC to build a Peer-to-Peer P2P database replication system for low bandwidth institutions. Interested parties are welcome to participate. 
  At the other end of the spectrum, high performance and high throughput computational biology is increasingly in vogue.  In 2001, APBioNet partnered with the National University of Singapore’s Bioinformatics Centre to promote the concept of Grid computing in the life sciences with the BioGrid’01 symposium, with Cray supercomputers to hold the SuperBioGrid’01 Symposium as well as to initiate a BioWorldWide Workflow project to facilitate grid-based interoperability [11].  Today, APBioNet is actively engaged in tracking the progress of advanced networking such as the TransEurasia Information Network (TEIN2). It  is also developing cutting edge new initiatives such as the 1st International Workshop on World Wide Workflow Grid including promoting convergence at the interface of e-BioManufacturing, Workflow and Semantic Grid (GridAsia 2007). 
Policy and Awareness

In order to catalyse a transformation of life science research and education in the Asia Pacific, one cannot ignore scientific activism and awareness amongst policy makers. In this regard, APBioNet has worked closely with the ASEAN Committee on Science and Technology (COST) to assist in developing Bioinformatics Masterplans and Roadmaps for the 10 individual countries of ASEAN with the generous sponsorship of industry partners such as HP and Sun Microsystems. Through the ASEAN-Dialogue Partner mechanism, APBioNet is also actively engaging China, India, Japan and Korea. Beyond these, APBioNet has also provided assistance in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia in recent years.
What’s next?

In 2002, APBioNet signed a landmark agreement with the International Society for Computational Biology (ISCB) to become an official regional affiliate [12]. APBioNet looks forward to continue its linkage with other international organisations such as the Association of Asian Societies for Bioinformatics (AASBi), and partnerships with industry R&D such as Asia Pacific Science and Technology Center (APSTC), to establish a stronger and more vibrant research and education culture in bioinformatics and computational biology in our region. Based on the infrastructure, resources and processes already set up in the past decade, APBioNet will build on its pioneering role in championing bioinformatics in Asia to facilitate the transformation the landscape of life science and biotechnology research and education. The small part we play, in the larger perspective, will help to enable our researchers and our industries in the Asia Pacific to leverage on the best of biotechnology and the new biology to transform and upgrade the lives and well-being of our peoples.
Membership and Sponsorship Information:

For more information about APBioNet and its work: http://www.apbionet.org/
If you are interested to join APBioNet, please sign up
 http://www.apbionet.org/join.html
To participate in APBioNet projects and initiatives, please contact 
Dr Tan Tin Wee, APBioNet Founding Secretariat. Email: tinwee_at_bic dot nus dot edu dot sg
Note:

* The information in this report has been previously adapted for publication in the Special Issue on Bioinformatics, APBioTech magazine published by World Scientific Pte Ltd Dec 2006.
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