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Dear Acting Executive Secretary, 

UK comments on paper SBSTTA26-04 (Synthetic biology)  

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on aspects of paper SBSTTA-26-04. It represents a comprehensive scanning of some of the most relevant emerging issues relating to synthetic biology in the context of the objectives of the CBD. As a general comment the report is broadly focussed on the potential negative impacts of synthetic biology (often extending the scope beyond the objectives of the Convention) and limited consideration appears to have been given to the potential positive impacts of synthetic biology on biodiversity.

We have identified some more specific areas of weakness, particularly in Annex I. Overall, a lot of useful information is presented but many statements lack context and supporting evidence and occasionally stray in scope, away from potential impacts on the objectives of the Convention.

Furthermore, the rationale for prioritizing some trends appears to conflate issues, and clarification on some statements is required. Some of the shortcomings that we commented on in the Secretariat’s related literature review are repeated in this report. Examples are provided below:

1.  Further context required
· The report fails to highlight that most synthetic biology activities are conducted as ‘contained uses’ which are tightly regulated. The step-by-step approach to increasing scales of environmental exposure for LMOs is also an important element which is not mentioned. Releases may only take place if risk/safety data is acceptable. This could be made clearer to emphasise those issues that are most relevant to the potential positive and negative impacts on biodiversity.
· Some issues raised are not unique to synthetic biology per se. For example, many of the potential environmental risks of transgenic self-limiting insects (SI) are the same as those present for non-transgenic SIs. The report acknowledges that the latter technology is not new but continues to cite some of the risks as being unique to transgenic SIs.

1. Conflation of issues 
· The integration of AI and synthetic biology is prioritised as a key issue and highlights that the regulation of AI is under-developed. The implication is that the emerging status of AI regulation is the same for biosafety regulation which isn’t the case. AI should be seen as a tool for enabling engineering-approaches to genetic improvement, whereas the end product rather than the method used is most relevant to the objectives of the Convention and environmental risk assessments. 

1. Duplication of activity 
· The development of engineered gene drives to control vector-borne diseases and invasive species is selected as a prioritised issue. This would appear to be a duplication of much of the work recently undertaken by the RARM under the CPB.


We hope you find these general comments useful and look forward to discussing this paper at SBSTTA-26 in May.

Yours sincerely, 
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Elif Skinner 
UK CBD Focal Point  elif.skinner@defra.gov.uk 
+44 20 8026 6665 
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