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Introduction 
 
1. In October 2002 the Foreign and Commonwealth Office held a seminar as part of the 
consultation process arising from publication in April of the Green Paper Strengthening the 
Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention Countering the Threat from Biological Weapons.1  
Participants agreed that it would be useful to hold annual seminars with a similar broad range 
of organisations and disciplines represented as part of the lead up to any follow-up work that 
might arise from the Fifth BWC Review Conference. Once a work programme had been 
agreed the Foreign & Commonwealth Office decided that such seminars would be best held 
before that year’s experts’ meeting in order to maximise any input into the UK delegation’s 
preparations. This year’s seminar accordingly took place on 28 July in the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office, but was also co-sponsored by the Universities of Bradford and 
Nottingham. The title of the seminar was: Managing the Threat from Biological Weapons: 
Science, Society and Secrecy. As the title implies the seminar considered and discussed wider 
issues, all of which have relevance for efforts to strengthen the BTWC.  
 
Detail 
 
2. Presenters and participants came from government departments: the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office, Ministry of Defence, Defence scientific and technical laboratory 
Porton Down, Home Office, Department of Trade and Industry, National Counter Terrorism 
Security Office, Health Protection Agency and Health and Safety Executive; research 
councils and trusts, the Medical Research Council and The Wellcome Trust; trade and 
professional bodies, the Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry, the BioIndustry 
Association, the Royal Society and the British Medical Association; and universities, 
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Bradford, Sussex, Nottingham, Maryland and University College London; NGOs, VERTIC, 
Genewatch and The Omega Foundation; and scientific publications, Nature.  The seminar 
heard presentations on: 
 
• UK Working Paper for the BWC August Expert's Meeting: Biosecurity 
      Legislation. Core Elements.  
• Maximising the Security and Improving Oversight of Pathogenic Microorganisms and 

Toxins, Report of NATO Advanced Research Workshop, Slovenia June 2003  
• Scientific and Technological Changes and the Future of the Biological Weapons 

Convention, Expertise, Responsibility and the Regulation of Research in the UK. 
• Scientific Openness and National Security in the US. 
 
3. There was also some preliminary discussion on Codes of Conduct, a topic which will be 
considered in greater detail at a dedicated seminar later this year. The House of Commons 
Foreign Affairs Committee recommended that the UK take steps to promulgate an 
international code of conduct for scientists working with dangerous pathogens before 2005.2 
 
4. The presentations and discussions that followed suggest the following observations which 
have relevance for consideration of the agenda items for the 2003 meeting:  
 
• Oversight does not necessarily have to be limited to an exclusively governmental 

function; there are roles for professional bodies, trade associations and others to monitor 
activities with pathogenic micro-organisms and toxins. 

• There was no single one size fits all model of legislation, rather there were some basic 
elements that should ideally feature in whatever constitutional and/or regulatory 
arrangements are appropriate to each State Party. Discussions in Geneva must be a two 
way process; learning from others will be an important part of the two week session. 
Much may be learned from controls that are already in place in related areas. 

• Legislation is one thing, how it is implemented is another matter. Even in situations 
where there may be identical regulations, the nature of the implementation and 
interpretation of the regulations may differ. It is important to ensure that legislation and 
associated regulations are implemented effectively and uniformly (nationally and 
internationally), not unevenly where some take a more liberal, whilst others adopt a more 
strict approach to the same regulation. 

• The aim should be to encourage the best common practice; this would help ensure that no 
one was put at a commercial or operational disadvantage. The most rigorous and 
extensive set of controls are nor necessarily the most effective. 

• The rapid pace and nature of change in the life and biomedical sciences means that the 
potential for misuse is greater; however, contemplation of any additional oversight 
measures – voluntary or mandatory or a combination – must ensure that the potential 
enormous benefits for human and animal health are not jeopardised. Assessing the 
balance of risk and determining where the greatest risk lies are exceptionally complex 
questions. However, it is better to think about how the scientific and wider international 
community deals with these issues before there is any misuse of the new knowledge in a 

                                                 
2 House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee The Biological Weapons Green Paper First Report of Session 
2002-03 HC 150 11 December 2002 pp 13-14. In its response to the Committee’s recommendation, the 
Government stated that it planned to begin work on this issue this year. First Report of the Foreign Affairs 
Committee Session 2002-03 The Biological Weapons Green Paper Response of the Secretary of State for 
Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs February 2003 Cm 5713 
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BW incident. One possible question to consider here would be how to build upon existing 
oversight regulations in order to extend consideration to high consequence activities. 

• If work is to progress in this area it is perhaps important to establish a shared 
acknowledgement of what problems lie ahead; this is especially true in the context on 
oversight and regulation of work with pathogenic microorganisms and toxins. In this 
context codes of conduct, or codes of ethical practice (which may be a better term) can 
play a part in raising awareness about the need to ensure that new knowledge and 
materials are not misused. But this must be a continuing process, not a one-off event or 
only a set of words on paper. People have to understand what lies behind such codes. 
Coverage questions also need to be considered: who and what disciplines would be 
covered? How would they be embedded in daily microbiological activities? 

• Corporate adherence to ethical codes might be another approach where the emphasis was 
on the institution - academic, commercial, government or non-profit – to commit itself to 
certain principles that it would expect all staff to work to. 

______ 
 


