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Submission from Third World Network on “Elements of a 
Framework for Conceptual Clarity on Socio-Economic 
Considerations” 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety seeks to protect biological diversity from the 
risks posed by living modified organisms (LMOs), taking also into account risks to 
human health. Furthermore, Article 26 of the Protocol establishes the right of Parties 
to take into account socio-economic considerations arising from the impact of LMOs 
on the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, especially with regard to the 
value of biodiversity to indigenous and local communities, in reaching a decision on 
import under the Protocol or under domestic measures implementing the Protocol. In 
doing so, Parties will have to be consistent with their international obligations (for 
example, under international agreements other than the Protocol).  
 
Many Parties to the Protocol have reflected the importance of socio-economic 
considerations in their national implementation of the Protocol, by including them in 
their national biosafety frameworks, policies and laws. Some Parties have highlighted 
the need for guidance on this issue several times. Moreover, Parties, in the Strategic 
Plan for the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety for the Period 2011-2020 have, in 
operational objective 1.7, called for relevant guidance on socio-economic 
considerations.  
 
As such, the Ad Hoc Technical Expert Group on Socio-economic Considerations 
(AHTEG) established by Decision BS-VI/13 has worked to develop conceptual 
clarity in the context of paragraph 1 of Article 26. The AHTEG is now requested (in 
Decision BS-VII/13) to work, in a stepwise approach, on: (i) the further development 
of conceptual clarity on socio-economic considerations arising from the impact of 
living modified organisms on the conservation and sustainable use of biological 
diversity, and (ii) developing an outline for guidance with a view to making progress 
towards achieving operational objective 1.7 of the Strategic Plan and its outcomes. 
 
Third World Network (TWN) is therefore, in response, making this submission on the 
“Elements of a Framework for Conceptual Clarity on Socio-Economic 
Considerations” as developed at the first meeting of the AHTEG in 2014. 
 
 
2. Approach to reach conceptual clarity 
 
The descriptive approach to reach conceptual clarity that has been taken by the 
AHTEG is an appropriate one. As has been shown in the various online discussion 
forums and real-time conferences organized by the Secretariat on the issue, there is no 
single agreed definition of what is meant by “socio-economic considerations”. This is 
also evident from the literature and the result of the compilation, stock-taking and 
review exercise in order to develop a global overview, commissioned by the 
Executive Secretary (UNEP/CBD/BS/AHTEG-SEC/1/2). 
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Therefore, we are of view that what is required to reach “conceptual clarity” involves 
a clear understanding as to the range of relevant concepts, interpretations and 
applicable elements available for consideration by Parties. Hence, there is no need to 
reach consensus on a single definition, but to identify elements that may constitute 
socio-economic considerations for the Parties, taking into account their national 
circumstances. This is already achieved by the AHTEG’s “Elements of a framework 
for conceptual clarity on socio-economic considerations”, and our task here is 
therefore to further improve on the document.  
 
A useful second step that we propose, would be to describe how these elements may 
be considered by Parties in their decision-making process. 
 
 
3. Relevant international obligations 
 

a) TWN concurs with the AHTEG’s view, reflected in the section on ‘General 
principles’ that the relevant international obligations that Parties have to be 
consistent with when taking socio-economic considerations into account, 
include trade agreements, environmental agreements and human rights 
agreements.  

b) As such we welcome Decision BS VII/13’s request to the Executive Secretary 
to commission a study on international agreements that may have relevance to 
socio-economic considerations as provided for in Article 26 of the Cartagena 
Protocol on Biosafety. 

c) In this respect, TWN is pleased to annex herewith our publication on ‘Socio-
economic considerations in GMO decision-making: International agreements 
in context’ as a contribution to the discussion. 

 
 
4. Human health-related aspects 
 

a) TWN is in agreement with the AHTEG that human health-related 
issues/aspects are also part of socio-economic considerations, provided that 
they are not already addressed in the risk assessment, as reflected in the 
sections on ‘General principles’, ‘Methodological considerations’ and ‘Points 
to consider’. 

b) This is consistent with the objective and scope of the Cartagena Protocol as 
contained in its Articles 1 and 4, whereby risks to human health are also taken 
into account. 

c) The issue of the socio-economic impacts of GM crop co-technologies (e.g. 
herbicides used with herbicide-resistant crops and their residues on GM food) 
must also be taken into consideration and this should be explicitly stated so. 
This is urgent in light of increasing evidence of the impacts of herbicide 
sprays used in conjunction with GM herbicide-resistant crops on the health of 
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rural communities1, and of unexpectedly high levels of herbicide residues on 
GM food2 which could potentially affect human health. 
 
 

5. Application of the precautionary principle 
 

a) The precautionary principle, which underpins the Cartagena Protocol on 
Biosafety and is operationalized in paragraph 6 of Article 10 and paragraph 9 
of Article 11 of the Protocol, is an important principle that must be explicitly 
included in the section on ‘General principles’. Precaution applies to 
technology assessment in its broad sense, including in relation to socio-
economic considerations. 

b) The current formulation as contained in general principle #7, is in our view, 
too ambiguous and is not consistent with the spirit of the precautionary 
principle, nor of the Protocol itself, which embodies the elements of 
preventative action to be taken in the event of uncertainty or insufficient 
information or knowledge regarding the extent of potential adverse effects of 
LMOs. The objective and scope of the Protocol, contained in its Articles 1 and 
4, clearly focus on LMOs that may have adverse effects.  

c) We therefore propose the following language for general principle #7: “In 
situations where relevant information indicates that there is a sufficient 
likelihood of adverse socio-economic impacts, lack of sufficient knowledge on 
the extent of the socio-economic impacts should not prevent a Party from 
taking appropriate action so as to prevent, avoid or minimize such impacts.” 

 
 
6. Public participation and consultation 
 

a) Article 23 of the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety obliges Parties to ensure 
public participation and consultation, including in the decision-making process 
regarding LMOs.  

b) As such, the participation of the public in areas including the identification of 
socio-economic considerations and farming of the socio-economic impact 
assessment, is important. Early involvement of the public, particularly of 
indigenous and local communities, via effective participation mechanisms is 
necessary, as is the provision of access to information. These elements are 
integral to the “Akwé: Kon Voluntary Guidelines for the conduct of cultural, 
environmental and social impact assessment regarding developments proposed 
to take place on, or which are likely to impact on, sacred sites and on lands 
and waters traditionally occupied or used by indigenous and local 
communities” adopted by the Parties to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) in its Decision VII/16, which is relevant in the discussions on 
socio-economic considerations.  

                                                
1 See for example, Leguizamón, A. (2013). Modifying Argentina: GM soy and socio-
environmental change. Geoforum 53: 149-160, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2013.04.001  
2 See for example, Bøhn, T., Cuhra, M., Traavik, T., Sanden, M., Fagan, J. and Primicerio, R. 
(2014).  Compositional differences in soybeans on the market: Glyphosate accumulates in 
Roundup Ready GM soybeans. Food Chemistry 153: 207-215. 
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c) TWN therefore supports the AHTEG in its inclusion of public participation 
and consultation in the sections on ‘General principles’ and ‘Methodological 
considerations’, but recommends that the participation of, and consultation 
with, indigenous and local communities be specifically mentioned, as their 
views are especially important in this context and in light of paragraph 1 of 
Article 26.  
 

 
7. Valuation of biological diversity 
 

a) Paragraph 1 of Article 26 specifies the value of biological diversity to 
indigenous and local communities as one of the socio-economic 
considerations that should be especially taken into account by Parties. 

b) It would be important to specify that valuation of biological diversity should 
not only be in economic terms, as the value of biological diversity to 
indigenous and local communities also encompasses cultural, environmental 
and social aspects. Appropriate and multi-dimensional methodologies that can 
reflect this are therefore necessary. 

 
 


