Report on the UN BTWC Meeting of Experts, 18 – 22 August 2008, Geneva

The Biologicals and Toxins Weapons Convention prohibits the development, production and stockpiling of biologicals and toxins weapons and requires their destruction or their diversion to peaceful purposes. In implementing these provisions all necessary (bio)safety precautions shall be observed to protect populations and the environment.

To promote the national implementation of the BTWC of State Parties a Meeting of Experts was held in Geneva 18 – 22 August, 2008. The main topics discussed were Biosafety & Biosecurity, Capacity Building, Risk Management, Oversight of Science and Education, Awareness Raising & Codes of Conduct.
http://www.unog.ch/80256EE600585943/(httpPages)/F1CD974A1FDE4794C125731A0037D96D?OpenDocument
EBSA was asked by the Implementation Support Unit, ISU, to present a poster on EBSA’s acitivities at the poster session on Biosafety & Biosecurity, Tuesday morning, 19 August. The poster was well received and several participants were interested in contacting EBSA on possibilities of supporting their country on biosafety issues, among others delegates from Nigeria and the Ukraine. Copies of the poster were also available in the form of flyers during the poster session and the working sessions on Tuesday and Wednesday.
In addition, EBSA was asked to give a formal presentation during the Biosafety & Biosecurity working sessions together with other biosafety associations, ABSA and AP-BSA, as well as the Inter Academy Panel for International Issues, a global network of science academies (http://www.interacademies.net/), the International Union of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, IUBMB (http://www.iubmb.org/), and the International Network of Engineers and Scientists for Global Responsibility, INESGlobal (http://www.inesglobal.com/). The presentation of EBSA was followed with great interest. However, EBSA was challenged by the German delegation on the International Biorisk Management Standard, - as was Paul Huntly during his talk (as a representative of Norway) on the Standard the day before - , on its usefulness as a basis for biorisk management certification. Germany seems to be intensely opposing the need for a biological laboratory certification. It seems to be difficult to convey the fact that the Standard is the basis for the building of a management system and not for the technically correct implementation of biosafety & biosecurity requirements. 
Furthermore, the EBSA president, Heather Sheeley, organised a informal information transfer session on the international biosafety associations on Wednesday morning, 20 August. During this session chaired by Heather Sheeley statements were given by the panellists, EBSA, Ursula Jenal, ABSA, Christina Thompson, ABSA-Canada, Marie-Louise Graham, and the Pharmaceutical Biosafety Group, Gary Burns. Unfortunately, the representative of the International Biosafety Working Group was not able to be present in Geneva. The main questions addressed to the panellist were whether and how the Biosafety associations interacted with the BTWC and how they thought that the biosafety associations could support implementation of the BTWC. One of the participants suggested that the BTWC documents were listed in the compendium of biosafety regulations of the IBWG. 
During the working sessions, a large number of statements either by member parties as well as NGOs and professional organisations were made. Canada presented its new human pathogen importation act (http://www.canlii.org/ca/regu/sor94-558/part293671.html), OECD focused on the need of risk assessment training and training in risk management, Gregory J. Stewart of the U.S. Department of State noted that the US would be in favour of a CEN workshop process for certification of laboratories, Switzerland presented its BSO curriculum, CBB Denmark presented its biosecurity & biopreparedness act with requirement for threat risk assessment where the threat is defined as risk of biological material times the intention. The delegate from the UK stressed the point that animal and human pathogens in the UK should be regulated by the same regulatory body, thus avoiding future conflicts of interests of authorities having to promote research in government labs and at the same time having to enforce biosafety regulations in these same labs. China highlighted its need to provide guidelines for laboratories on preventive measures and access control, on the storage and transfer of biological agents and on the organisation of high risk biosecurity accreditation, requesting support form the OIE on these issues. Many more noteworthy statements were made. 

Publications of all statements can be found at the meeting website as soon as they will be posted by the ISU (http://www.unog.ch/80256EE600585943/(httpPages)/F1CD974A1FDE4794C125731A0037D96D?OpenDocument).
At the workshop on Dual-Use it was highlighted that biochemical compounds used in conjunction with nanoparticles could be misused as much as biological agents by providing new improved ways of the delivery of active compounds. Also the community of synthetic biologists (http://pbd.lbl.gov/sbconf/) was criticised for not having put enough effort into the continuity and fostering of the SB2.0 declaration on the code of conduct regarding biosecurity. The SB2.0 declaration contains provisions for the principal investigators, the project, the premises, the providers and purchasers with respect to awareness raising, self-regulation, licensing and end-use control (http://dspace.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.1/32982/SB.v5.pdf?sequence=1). 

Questions or request for additional information can be directed to Ursula Jenal (ursula.jenal@jenalpartners.ch).
UJ, 24.08.2008
