CBD Notification 2018-103 - Submission of information on synthetic biology and nomination of experts to participate in the Open-ended Online Forum on Synthetic Biology
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(a)          The relationship between synthetic biology and the criteria set out in decision IX/29, paragraph 12, in order to contribute to the completion of the assessment requested in decision XII/24, paragraph 2, building on the preliminary analysis prepared by the Executive Secretary in document SBSTTA/22/INF/17;

We note that some activities covered by the operational definition of synthetic biology, per decision XIII/17 paragraph 4, have the potential to meet some of the criteria for a new and emerging issue laid out in decision IX/29, paragraph 12.  However, we do not believe that the activities meet criteria (b), (e), (f) or (g).  On criteria (e), there is already a wide range of tools that limit or mitigate negative impacts on the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity.

Notwithstanding the above, New Zealand sees value in the CBD keeping this issue under review.

Finally, we would also note that the statements quoted in SBSTTA/22/INF/17 reflect AHTEG discussions of other issues, not the ‘new and emerging issue’ criteria specifically, and they lose meaning taken out of context or without analysis.



(b)          New technological developments in synthetic biology since the last meeting of the Ad Hoc Technical Expert Group in December 2017, including the consideration, among other things, of concrete applications of genome editing if they relate to synthetic biology, in order to support a broad and regular horizon scanning process;

New Zealand is unaware of any new developments in the field of synthetic biology since the last meeting of the AHTEG in December 2017 that would not have been covered by the discussions that have already taken place in previous CBD meetings and processes.

We note that the term “genome editing” is so broad that it is at odds with a science-based approach because it assumes that all organisms created using the many approaches that fall under the term “genome editing” have broadly similar risk profiles.  Each application of genome editing should be considered and assessed on a case-by-case basis, on its own merits. 

 
(c)           The current state of knowledge by analysing information, including but not limited to peer-reviewed published literature, on the potential positive and negative environmental impacts, taking into account human health, cultural and socioeconomic impacts, especially with regard to the value of biodiversity to indigenous peoples and local communities, of current and near-future applications of synthetic biology, including those applications that involve organisms containing engineered gene drives, taking into account the traits and species potentially subject to release and the dynamics of their dissemination; and

New Zealand welcomes the sharing of information in the upcoming Open-ended Online Forum on Synthetic Biology, in particular examples of technological developments in synthetic biology in relation to the objectives of the Convention.  It is important that information used throughout this process is accurate and evidence-based.  We note that much information pertaining to synthetic biology currently exists and that relevant information has already been considered during earlier CBD processes.  This information could be considered again as part of this process.

(d)          Living organisms developed thus far through new developments in synthetic biology that may fall outside the definition of living modified organisms as per the Cartagena Protocol.

New Zealand considers that current developments in synthetic biology fall within the definition of Living Modified Organisms. 
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