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Keeping the world safe from biological weapons requires
collective responsibility

Statement of Pax Christi International

Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention
Meeting of Experts 18 - 22 August 2008

Mr. Chairman, Excellencies,
Distinguished'Representatives,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

This year, responsible life -science development features high on the agenda of the States
Parties to the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention.

Topics for discussion during the meeting of experts to the BTWC in August 2008 are:
• National, regional & international Measures to improve bio safety & bio security, incl.

laboratory safety & security ofpathogens & toxins;
• Education, codes of conduct etc for preventing misuse of life sciences: Oversight,

education, awareness raising, and adoption and/or development of codes of conduct
with the aim ofpreventing misuse in the context of advances in bio-science and bio­
technology research with the potential of use for purposes prohibited by the
Convention.

In the 1980s, philosopher Hans Jonas formulated the principle of Responsibility (Jonas, 1979).
He observed that 20thcentury progress in science and technology has made fundamental
changes necessary in ethical theory and practice. Traditionally, ethical norms and values
dictated how to treat one's neighbours in an unchanging cosmos. G10balisation has given
individuals the power to influence the lives of other people all over the world, and scientific
and technological progress has given the human species power to destroy the environment and
kill masses ofpeople. Jonas formulated the new ethical principle of responsibility in this
context, calling for individual as well as collective action to prevent disaster. In the mean time,
philosophers and policy makers'have developed a number of tools to put such individual and
collective responsibility into practice, including legal as well as voluntary measures, such as
professional codes of conduct. It should be stressed that all such measures should be
considered as a coherent whole, not as autonomous activities.

In regard to the topicof-thepresent-meeting,Pax-Christi-International has been campaigning-­
for an ethical approach to the life sciences since 2001, inspired by Catholic Social Thinking,
which condemns the use and possession of biological weapons agents for hostile purposes as



crimes against God and humanity. In Pax Christi' s statements, the responsibility of scientists
and industrialists in strengthening the norm against biological warfare and terrorism has
repeatedly been emphasised, as well as of the international community, governments and civil
society. Earlier this year, Davina Miller argued that there are inherent weaknesses in the
existing web of prevention of the use of biological weapons in terms ofthe supply of dual use
items. She stressed the need for cooperation of the scientific and business community to ensure
bio security. (Miller, 2008)

Mr. Chairman,

Pax Christi International therefore welcomes this year's attention for measures to improve bio
safety and bio security and education, codes of conduct and other measures for preventing
misuse of life sciences. As has been stated before (e.g. Pax Christi International, 2004), the
following elements should be included in such codes of conduct:

• Life science activities should systematically be evaluated by peers and funding bodies
not only on scientific quality, but also on ethical aspects including the potential for use
of the results for hostile purposes;

• Professional associations, institutions and individual scientists should maintain
generally accepted standards for Good Laboratory and Manufacturing Practice, and
take action against "bad science";

• Individuals who suspect colleagues ofpotential abuse of life science activities and
materials for hostile or illegal purposes should contact their superiors or the relevant
authorities and blow the whistle. However, national authorities should make
arrangements to act adequately and promptly on such information from whistleblowers.
Measures should be in place to protect their safety and career prospects. These people
must not be punished for taking responsibility for the common good;

• Professional associations should include regular debates about ethics in their meetings
and publications, and include study into ethical legal and social aspects of science on a
structural basis;

• All those engaged in the life sciences should be educated in ethics of science.

Pax Christi International welcomes the efforts ofthe Royal Dutch Academy of Sciences
KNAW (KNAW, 2007) and other leading professional bodies such as the Inter Academy Panel
and the UK Royal Society in developing and discussing codes of conduct. It is important that
these codes keep being discussed and taught to all new workers in the life sciences.

The Meeting of States Party to the BTWC in December 2008 will also consider the issues of
universality, and CBMs as well as coordination with other international bodies.

Mr. Chairman,



Pax Christi International calls upon the international community and national governments to
not just stimulate the scientific and industrial life science community to act, but:

to take their own overall responsibility to keep the world safe from biological weapons;
and start planning to resume work after the Seventh Review Conference in 2012
towards an effective international verification regime for biodefence and other dual use
activities (as Pax Christi has proposed several times since 2001).
Scientists and industrialists cannot assume the responsibility of governments, but can
contribute to achieve the effective implementation of a sound and effective legal system
including biosecurity and biosafety together with education and codes of conduct.

Geneva, 18 August 2008
2008-0602-en-gl-SD
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