OUTREACH NETWORK FOR
GENE DRIVE RESEARCH

Submission of information on synthetic biology
in relation to decision 14/19

The Outreach Network for Gene Drive Research's purpose is to raise awareness of the value of
gene drive research for the public good and the need for continuous efforts in its advancement.
The Network’s members are researchers and organizations working on gene drive research for the
public interest, organizations involved in outreach, stakeholder engagement and other relevant
fields, as well as funders or supporters of these activities. All Members commit to the Network’s
statement of mission and principles which includes the commitments to the intrinsic value of
research, support of responsible research towards the public interest and engage in a transparent
and evidence-based dialogue with stakeholders.

The Network is pleased to provide the Executive Secretary with relevant information to contribute
to the work of the Ad Hoc Technical Expert Group (AHTEG) on Synthetic Biology, as invited by the
Conference of Parties in Decision 14/19.

The Network recommends that the the discussions on issues related to gene drive and synthetic
biology take into account exisiting studies, guidelines and policies elaborated by other
international organisations and scientific academies in order to avoid a duplication of the efforts.
The discussion should be consistent with the key principle of the case by case assessment of risks
and benefits of each single application and draw on the expertise of the AHTEG.

The following paragraphs provide information concerning the specific issue of gene drives under
the four areas’ identified by Decision 14/19.

1- The relationship between synthetic biology and the criteria set out in decision 1X/29,
paragraph 12.

The decision IX/29 sets out seven criteria for identifying new and emerging issues related to the
conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity that should be addressed under the Convention.
These criteria include elements such as the relevance of the issue for the objective of the

! The four areas identified by decision 14/19 are:

1 Therelationship 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;

1 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;

1 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

1 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.
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Convention, evidence and magnitude of its adverse impact on biodiversity and human well-being,
the imminence of the risks caused by the issue and its potential spread, absence or limited
availability of tools to limit its negative impacts.?

Concerning the relevance of synthetic biology to the implementation of the objectives of the
Convention and its existing programmes of work, the Network supports the conclusion of the
AHTEG on synthetic biology that most living organisms already developed or currently under
research and development through techniques of synthetic biology, including organisms
containing engineered gene drives, fall under the definition of LMOs as per the Cartagena
Protocol.

Concerning the remaining six criteria of the decision IX/29 it is worth noting that an engineered
gene drive is an approach being considered for a variety of possible applications. The risks and
benefits associated with each gene drive application will vary, depending on the type of
modification made, the species it is applied to, and the ecosystem and geography where the
organism with the drive system would be used. Therefore, any assessment of gene drive
applications should be carried out on a case-by-case basis and broad evaluations against the
suggested criteria (impact on biodiversity, geographical spread, mitigation options...) are not
possible. For example, the likelihood for a gene drive construct to pass into a closely related
species (i.e. hybridization) will depend upon the particulars of the situation (e.g. whether there are
any closely related species with which the target species can hybridize). Whether that construct
passing to a closely related species would be considered a harm or a benefit will also depend on
the required protection goal in the local situation (e.g., in the case of trait for malaria control if both
are malaria vectors, then it may be considered a benefit). Similarly, there are many different types of
engineered gene drive being investigated, some of which may persist indefinitely in a population,
and others of which would disappear, and some of which would spread away from the point of
release and others of which would not, and this diversity means it is not possible to make blanket
statements about the risks associated with gene drive — case-by-case assessment is essential.

As for the specific criteria of the imminence of the risk (and benefits) potentially associated to gene
drive, it is worth noting that current research indicates that it will take some years before any gene
drive technology could be considered for field evaluation and several more before any potential use
of gene drive applications for public health or conservation.

2- The current state of knowledge/environmental impacts:

Gene drive is a well-established field of research. First observed in the 1920s in mice and
Drosophila, gene drive is a naturally occurring phenomenon that has been the subject of

2 The full description of the criteria as set out in the decision is 1) Relevance of the issue to the implementation of the objectives of the
Convention and its existing programmes of work;

(2 New evidence of unexpected and significant impacts on biodiversity; 3) Urgency of addressing the issue/imminence of the risk caused
by the issue to the effective implementation of the Convention as well as the magnitude of actual and potential impact on biodiversity; 4)
Actual geographic coverage and potential spread, including rate of spread, of the identified issue relating to the conservation and
sustainable use of biodiversity; 5) Evidence of the absence or limited availability of tools to limit or mitigate the negative impacts of the
identified issue on the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity; 6) Magnitude of actual and potential impact of the identified
issue on human well-being; 7)Magnitude of actual and potential impact of the identified issue on productive sectors and economic well-
being as related to the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity

3 Paragraph 28 AHTEG report of the meeting of the Ad Hoc Technical Expert Group (AHTEG) on Synthetic Biology held from 5 to 8
December 2017, in Montreal, Canada; available at https://www.cbd.int/meetings/SYNBIOAHTEG-2017-01.
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investigation for many years. Researchers have been studying if it is possible and appropriate to
harness gene drives to address some of society’s most intractable problems. Public health and
biodiversity and ecosystem conservation are two of the main areas where this research has focused.

In the field of public health, several proposals have been made which would use gene drive to limit
the spread of diseases, particularly those spread by insect vectors such as malaria. This could be
done by spreading a trait which makes the vector organism unable to transmit the pathogen or one
which affects the local population dynamics of the vector organism.

Additionally, gene drives approaches are currently being explored for conservation. Potential
applications of gene drive in this field could enable the elimination of introduced, damaging
invasive species which threaten native ecosystems or that carry infectious diseases that put the
survival of other species at risk.

Current research in this field aims at using a gene drive approach in mice to facilitate a bias of
subsequent rodent generations to all be single sex. The expected result is the creation of a final
generation of mice unable to reproduce.

Besides the main research in public health and conservation, there is some early investigation of
possible gene drive application in agriculture for controlling the population of agricultural pests,
but there has been no successful development of any gene drive organisms with agricultural
applications to date.

In all these fields, research is still exploring the potential benefits and risks of gene drive applications,
including potential impacts on the ecosystem in which the applications would be deployed. Any
assessment of these benefits and risks requires a case-by-case evaluation of each application by the
competent national authorities.

Like in many other areas of research, many uncertainties must be addressed before any decision on
use can be made. The assessment of risks by regulators and the decision of communities and
policymakers whether possible applications of gene drive technology are desirable in light of their
risks and benefits, depends on the information and outcomes provided by scientific research,
including potential field trials and evaluations after laboratory development phases are complete.
Key institutions, such as the African Union, the Royal Society and national academy of sciences, have
called for continued work in this field, emphasizing the value of the opportunity and the need for
informed case-by-case assessment of this technology by national authorities®.

Scientists, alongside regulatory experts, funders and sponsors of the research on gene drive, are
working together to ensure research is carried out safely and responsibly, by building on previous

4 African Union (2018), “Report of the High-Level African Union Panel on Emerging Technologies (APET) on Gene Drives for
Malaria Control and Elimination in Africa” https://www.nepad.org/publication/gene-drives-malaria-control-and-elimination-africa.
Australian Academy of Sciences 2017 "Synthetic gene drives In Australia: implications of emerging technologies"
https://www.science.org.au/files/userfiles/support/documents/gene-drives-discussion-paper-june2017.pdf

Royal Society 2018 “Gene drive research why it matters” https://royalsociety.org/topics-policy/publications/2018/gene-drive-
statement/

National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine (USA) (2016)" Gene drives on the horizon: Advancing Science, Navigating
Uncertainty and Aligning Research with Public Values" https://www.nap.edu/catalog/23405/gene-drives-on-the-horizon-advancing-
science-navigating-uncertainty-and
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experiences, using published policy and information, and putting in place monitoring and
containment systems to prevent accidental releases®. Research in the laboratory can rely on well-
known protocols and procedures such as the ones used for LMOs and biocontrol agents, along with
staff training. Laboratory containment measures are well documented in the literature, and have
recently been complemented by additional considerations for gene drive (see for example Akbaria
et al, 2015%). Progression in the evaluation of a gene drive product should be phased, based on the
outcome of previous research phases on the safety and efficacy of the specific gene drive modified
organism under studly.

There are already several existing frameworks that offer guidance and describe best practices to
ensure safe and responsible research on gene drive. The World Health Organisation recommended
a phased testing pathway for genetically modified mosquitoes which is relevant to iene drive

technologies’. In its 2016 report, the National Academy of Sciences, Medicine and
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