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Genetic engineering and the coronavirus pandemic: Handle
with Care!

Testbiotech demands more precaution in the EU

20 August 2020 / While Russia might have started production of a vaccine that was not thoroughly
tested, the EU has lowered its safety standards for the risk assessment of genetically engineered
viruses used in vaccines. In doing so, the EU hopes to speed up the approval process for vaccines. In
this context, Testbiotech is warning that risks to people and the environment cannot be excluded.
Therefore, if there is any doubt about safety, precaution must be the most important principle in the
development of any vaccine.

Already in July, the EU Parliament adopted an EU Commission proposal exempting genetically
engineered viruses from environmental risk assessment, which is obligatory for all genetically
engineered organisms. The Dutch competent authority COGEM had earlier warned against taking
this measure which they consider to be disproportionate. The Green group in the EU Parliament tried
to mitigate the EU Commission proposal by introducing amendments, but failed to gain sufficient
support.

The EU is currently investing heavily in the development of vaccines and has high hopes of ending
the corona crisis. At the same time, the shareholder value of companies working on these vaccines is
soaring. However, it is still not possible to foresee whether a vaccine that is sufficiently safe and
effective can be developed at all. Testbiotech is therefore concerned that a lack of precaution may
very quickly turn potential solutions into new problems. The risks inherent in the different vaccine
development strategies should for that reason be made transparent and examined thoroughly.

Furthermore, Testbiotech strongly criticises the fact that hardly any attention is being paid to
scientists demanding stricter rules for re-synthesizing the genome of the viruses. In the meantime,
the Sars-CoV-2 genome has been completely analysed and instructions on the technical process of
synthesizing the genome were also published. This may increase the risk of intentional misuse and
unintended escape of laboratory viruses. Internationally binding regulations for the handling of data
related to gene synthesis are still not in place even though this has been under discussion for
several years. The origin of the virus is still unclear and Testbiotech is therefore warning that
politicians should not underestimate these risks. While genetic engineering offers chances in
developing vaccines, there is also the possibility that it may give rise to new dangerous virus-related
diseases.

Contact:
Christoph Then, info@testbiotch.org [1], Tel + 49 (0) 151 54638040

Weitere Informationen: EU-environmental risk assessment of genetically engineered virus
vaccines is suspended during the pandemic [2]

COGEM warns not to adopt the measures as proposed by the EU Commission [3]

ScienceDirect: Scientists warn gene synthesis of the virus might be misused [4]
IndependetScienceNews: Scientists warn that the synthesized virus should be handled with care [5]
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Links

[1] mailto:info@testbiotch.org [2]
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0203 EN.html#titlel [3] https://cogem.n
et/en/publication/cogem-advice-concerning-the-proposal-by-the-ec-to-suspend-the-environmental-
risk-assessment-of-clinical-trials-for-the-treatment-or-prevention-of-covid-19/ [4]
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2405805X20300193 [5] http://www.independentsci
encenews.org/news/engineered-covid-19-infected-mouse-bites-researcher-amid-explosion-of-risky-
coronavirus-research/
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