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Mr. Chairman, Distinguished Representatives, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Let me start by thanking you for the opportunity to speak to you today. I make this statement on behalf of the Research Group for Biological Arms Control at the Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker Centre for Science and Peace Research at the University of Hamburg in Germany. The mission of our Research Group is to contribute, through innovative research and outreach activities, to the universal prevention of biological weapons development, production and use. The focus of our activities is twofold. Firstly, we contribute to preventing the erosion of the universal bioweapons prohibition by opposing norm-harming activities. Secondly, we develop new concepts and instruments for monitoring bioweapon relevant activities and for verifying and enforcing compliance with the norm against bioweapons.
Biosecurity is one of the issues under discussion this week. A host of issues has recently become to be discussed under the umbrella of “biosecurity”, such as measures to protect against outbreaks of disease caused by accidents, introduction of genetically modified crop plants or foreign animal and plant diseases, and natural outbreaks of disease. We believe, however, that the concept of biosecurity should be limited to the prevention of the misuse of scientific activities for terrorist aims. For the other issues there exist longstanding countermeasures in the form of biosafety mechanisms, public health systems, and animal and plant health structures.

When talking about biosecurity, often this is about restricting things. The idea seems to be that the less information about particularly dangerous life science activities enters the public sphere, the better. I would invite you to think about the implications of such secrecy. Keeping any life science activity secret prevents the scientific community from discussing the experiments in question. This means less efficient peer review leading to less “good science” and less possibility to build on each others work. In addition, results being kept secret can not be applied for the benefit of public health, especially in countries that are not yet able to develop such knowledge themselves. And lastly, secrecy in life science activities might raise suspicion and could cause international concern that the work is directed towards bioweapons development.

The principle of “maximum transparency” should apply to all life science activities, also to research that has a particularly high potential for misuse, such as increasing transmissibility or boosting virulence of pathogens, changing immunological responses, or working with eradicated or extinct agents such as the ones causing smallpox or 1918 influenza. You might find this a dangerous proposition. We are convinced that it is not.

The terrorist “horror” scenarios with tens of thousands of victims require developing and producing large amounts of enhanced bioweapon agents and spreading them effectively over extended areas. Such activities require more than a kitchen or a simple laboratory, and more than undergraduate science training. These activities are highly demanding. There are no historical precedents for terrorists sucessfully developing such capabilities, nor is it likely that they would be able to any time soon.

Terrorists take things, not make things. So where could they take them from? Terrorists might acquire particularly dangerous biological agents if they have been developed in illegal bioweapons programmes of states, in biodefence programmes or in civilian life science research – whether on purpose or by accident – through theft or diversion. A recent study of ours shows, that activities of particular concern are comparatively rarely done in civilian life science research. They are, however, increasingly done in biodefence programmes. Half of the publications that have created security concerns in recent years resulted from work in military programmes.

Preventing legal military and civilian life science activities becoming the source of material for devastating terrorists attacks requires more than barring unauthorized access to agents. We would argue that there are three important principles that should guide the carrying out of particularly dangerous research. Firstly, such research should be limited to the absolute necessary. This would prevent making expert knowledge available in unnecessarily many people and particularly dangerous agents accessible in unnecessarly many places. Secondly, any such activities should be subject to a globally harmonized risk assessment and oversight process. This oversight process needs to start before activities are undertaken and should include answering the following questions: Do we really need to carry out a certain experiment? What are the risks, what are the benefits of this particular experiment? Are there other ways to answer the research question we want to answer? If the conclusion is reached that a certain experiment is absolutely necessary, then, thirdly, activities have to be completely transparent. As explained earlier, there is little risk of terrorist misuse but big risks of misperception if partciularly dangerous life science activities are kept secret.

The other potential source of enhanced bioweapons agents are illegal bioweapons programmes of states. Such programmes are best prevented by multilateral biological arms control measures of which the 1972 Biological Weapons Convention is the core. Making the biological arms control regime stronger by adding legally binding mechanisms for monitoring, verifying and enforcing compliance with the international bioweapons ban is an important part of a strategy to prevent the misuse of scientific activities for terrorist aims.

I thank you for your attention!

