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The G(e)nomes of Zurich: Civil Society Calls for Urgent
Controls on Synthetic Life

Follow Syn Bio meeting on ETC Group®blog: http://mmw.etcblog.org/

Scientists and indugdrialistsin the controversial new field of synthetic biology (building
life-forms from scratch) are meeting in Zurich, Switzerland this week amids claims tha
theworld@first entirely human-made organism may be only weeks away from creation.
Swiss and internaiond civil sodety groupsare calling for swift actionto control this
technology but the scientists themselves are advandng pre-emptive proposls to evade
regulation. As scientists meet in Zurich, the UK@ Royd Sodiety and the Swiss
govanment announe plansto investigae synthetic biology.

Synthetic Biology 3.0

Aninternaiond scientific congress, Synthetic Biology 3.0, is meetingin Zurich from 24-
27 Juneto discuss thelatest advances in Synthetic Biology Bthe new field of extreme
gendic engineering tha attempts to build synthetic life forms. Synthetic biologists
contendthat all theparts of life can be made synthetically (that is, by chemistry) and then
engineered together in thelaboratory to producee Qiving machinesOBfully working
organisms programmed for particular tasks. Some are beng designed for intentiond
environmental release. Today there are abouta dozen synthetic biology companies
worldwide plusamosg 70 commercia @enefoundiesCtha manufacture designe DNA
molecules for indudrial use. Thefirst commercial produds usng synthetic biology (e.g.,
atextile fiber by DuPont) are aboutto enter the market and there are concernstha
dangeouspahogens such as smallpox or Ebola virus could now be congructed as
bioweapons Because synthetic biology goes far beyondthe genetic engineering
techniques previoudy used to develop geneically modified foodand drugs nolaws have
yet been developed tha address its safety, security and sodetal risks.

GDnce more a new technology is storming ahead with no government or internaiond
body able to regulate or control it,Osays biologist FlorianneKoechlin from SAG (the
Swiss Working Group on Gene Technology). GDnce more we hear from the scientific
community, suppated by indugry and the military, tha they have life unde control and
will soonbeable to condruct it. But life is more than the sum of its parts.OKoechlin is a
member of the Swiss govenment-appointed ethics bodytha will investigae the
implications of synthetic biology later this year.

Synthetic Biology 3.0wnership?
Thetask of framing new laws became more urgent earlier this month when ETC Group,
an internationd civil sodety organisation, uncovered thefirst-ever paent applicationona



fully synthetic life form produced via synthetic biology. US patent application no.
20070122826entitled Minimal bacterial genome,Oclaims monopoly ownership of a
Oree-living organism that can grow and replicateOwhose genome (full genetic
information) has been built entirely throughmechanical means Craig Venter, whose
scientific ingitute filed the paent application, has since told Busness Week that his team
isonly weeks or monthsaway from having built such a synthetic organism, dubbel
Mycoplasma laboratorium (nicknamed GynthiaCby ETC Group)® If they succeed it will
mark a break with evolution as we know it.

Craig Venter himself has along history of mixing cutting-edge science with commercial
exploitation. He led the private part of the human genome-sequendng project, selling
human genetic data to phamaceutical companies as hewent. Once agan hehas
announed that hehopes to cash in on anew science, boasting tha his new synthetic
creation could bethefirst trillion-dollar organism.? Just last week heinked an investment
deal with oil company BP tha broughtthe commercial vaue of his start-up company,
Synthetic Genomics, Inc., to US$300million? Civil sodety critics are concerned tha,
ugng broad paents, Venter may carve out amonaoly postion as the MicrobesoftCof
synthetic biology.

On thelast year synthetic biologists have really climbed into bed with big busness,O
explains Jim Thomes of the ETC Group QWVith BP, Cargill and DuPont setting ther
sights on synbio, the corporate agenda is starting to drive this powerful technology.
Sodety should be concerned aboutwhose interests will get ignored or even trampled on.O

Synthetic biology 3.0h no here we go again...

A year ago (at Synthetic Biology 2.0 in Berkeley, California) scientists attempted to
advance a plan for self-govanance of thefield, seen by critics as aruse to head off future
regulation. Those planswere quietly dropped after 38 civil sodety organisationssigned
an open letter calling onthe scientists to abandonthe scheme and pursue awider, more
indugve dialoguewith sodety. No such dialoguehas been forthcoming. This year the
same proposls have largdy been repackaged, and published in the Juneissue of Nature
Biotechnology.* Therecycled govanance proposl, authored by members of anew trade
body, Thelnternaiond Conrtiumfor Polynudeotide Synthesis, alongwith scientist-
entrepreneurs and employees of theUS FBI (Federal Bureau of Investigation), focuses
exclugvely on biowarfare concerns It presents a framework where theindugry body
shares best practices and screening software to identify synthetic DNA tha could be of
interest to bioterrorists. In addition, the authors recommend a requirement tha all buya's
of synthesized DNA revedl ther name, home ingtitution and offer any biosafety
information relevant to the sequences they are ordering. The authars fed satisfied that
this Qpath forwardQis sufficient to top-up existing biosafety laws. Critics disagree.

QDf the proposed framework( fourteen authors, all butfour [who are FBI employees]
declared competing finandal interests. We bdieve the authorsCown investment in the
success of thetechnology cannothdp butoverwhdm ther capacity for self-criticism,0
argues Kathy Jo Wetter of ETC Group Ot is bad enoughtha this new indusry is already
claiming exclusve ownership on artificial life forms; they should notbe allowed to make
up artificial govenance frameworks, t00.0
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