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European biologists are increasingly 
raising doubts about the proposals on bio-
preparedness and biosafety floated by a 
“green paper” of the European Commission 
(EC) in July. While there is common agree-
ment on a majority of the ideas proposed in 
the document, criticism has recently cen-
tred around two particular issues: accred-
itation of biological research facilities and 
researchers as well as a two-tier publication 
system for results on biosafety issues.

In order to prevent potential misuse of 
scientific results, the green paper proposed 
a “specific procedure [...] where sensitive 
dual-use research results could be published 
in two different versions: (1) a public ver-
sion with no publishing restrictions (with-
out sensitive content), and (2) a restricted 
version containing the sensitive parts pub-
lished in a manner allowing access only for 
relevant and secure bio-stakeholders.” 

Although the paper furthermore states 
that “the aim of the proposed actions is not 

censorship of biological science”, several 
groups fear exactly this. The European Bi-
osafety Association (EBSA), which repre-
sents people working in biosafety and as-
sociated activities, for example, was quoted 
by Nature News as regarding the two-tier ap-
proach as “unworkable and contrary to sci-
entific freedom”. Rudi Balling, president of 
the newly formed German Life Science As-
sociation VBIO questioned the practicability 
of this approach by asking, “How can we be 
sure that the first round of reviewing, which 
doubtlessly would have to evaluate the po-
tential biorisks of a publication, won’t be ac-
complished by politicians rather than by sci-
entists only? How shall we avoid that pro-
found scientific results could be filtered and 
blocked out under the pretences that they 
might be fraught with too much risk?”

At the same time, Balling criticises the 
idea of putting forward a Europe-wide sys-
tem for the accreditation and certification 
of laboratories suitable for work on poten-

tially dangerous pathogens. He warns that 
the corresponding bureaucratic efforts 
might strangle European bioresearch. Nei-
ther governmental nor private research in-
stitutions would be able to finance the re-
quired procedures.

Even more criticism was raised against 
the paper’s proposal of accrediting the in-
dividual researcher. According to Nature 
News, the EBSA and the bioindustry body 
EuropaBio agreed in their statements that 
it would be very difficult to accredit individ-
ual researchers without running into prob-
lems regarding discrimination or person-
al privacy.

Taken together, many people from the 
science side are afraid that adopting the 
proposals of the green paper finally might 
be counterproductive. On the one hand, the 
EC does want efficient biosafety research; 
with some of its green paper proposals, 
however, the EC risks that in the end no-
body will want to take it up because the reg-
ulative obstacles are regarded as too high.

European Reseach Council

The Truth about 
Young Talent

This year, for the first time, the Euro-
pean Research Council (ERC) was offering 
grants to talented young scientists, who 
snapped them up “like hot cakes”. Accord-
ing to statistical information based on the 
first round of applications for the ERC Start-
ing Independent Researcher Grants, 

Okay. I Did my part of
the job. All the dirty work: 

extractions, transformations,
Minipreps, sequencing,... 

... and what did I get?
NOTHING!! This gene simply 

doesn’t collaborate!

My long-nourished suspicion 
has now become cruel cer-
tainty: I am working on the
   famous “selfish gene”!!

Some of the EC’s
proposals for biosafety 

might turn out to be
counterproductive.
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