
Why we must not gamble away biodiversity 
on speculative and risky synthetic biology

Eva Sirinathsinghji, Third World Network

The synthetic biology field is still largely confined to the research and development phase. It is not yet

deployed at scale, particularly with regard to environmental release applications. Yet industry promises 

are  increasingly  broad-ranging  and  speculative:  from  widely  debunked  ‘de-extinction’  conservation

projects, to ‘predictive’ targeting of self-limiting engineered insects to single neighbourhoods, hospitality 

venues  or  military  installations,  to  ‘safely’  releasing  living  modified  microbes  despite  the  lack  of  any 

proven ability to control their capacity for survival, transboundary spread or evolutionary adaptation. 

A field associated with strong commercial interests 

and hype warrants careful scrutiny over which are 

the most viable,  locally appropriate and less risky 

approaches for protecting biodiversity and human 

well-being.  Crucially,  its  relevance  to  the  Conven-

tion and the  Kunming-Montreal  Global  Biodiversity  

Framework, both positive and negative, needs to be 

carefully assessed.

As  such,  the  thematic  action  plan  to  support

capacity-building,  technology  transfer  and  know-

ledge  sharing  in  the  context  of  synthetic  biology 

needs to be rooted in sovereignty, precaution and 

equity. It is critical that developing countries’ capa-

cities  are  built  for  independent  and  sovereign

assessment, governance and regulation of synthetic 

biology.  This  will  ensure  that  they  are  robustly 

equipped to make sovereign decisions on synthetic 

biology applications and development trajectories, 

while not  left bearing the burden of  risk manage-

ment, clean up, liability and costs associated with 

any damages or technology failures.

Moreover,  equitable  participation  in  research  and 

development in the field should not automatically 

equate to an enabling environment for the deploy-

ment of synthetic biology applications that remain 

unproven and largely experimental. Research colla-

borations and capacity-building efforts should also 

be independent and free of conflicts of interest, so 

that such efforts are not driven by profit incentives.

Anticipatory  and  timely  horizon-scanning  and

monitoring can also assist Parties in staying abreast 

of  novel  developments  within  the  field.  This  can

allow for effective oversight to assess safety, suita-

bility and efficacy of novel technologies, including 

biosafety,  socio-economic,  cultural  and  ethical

dimensions. 

The  draft  decision  on  synthetic  biology  should 

therefore: 

• Focus the thematic action plan on the assess-

ment,  governance and regulation of  synthetic 

biology, especially for developing countries. 
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• Re-emphasise  the  need  for  a  process  that  is 

flexible  and  forward  looking  with  respect  to

future  developments,  with  anticipatory  hori-

zon-scanning and monitoring mechanisms for 

timely identification and assessment of poten-

tial positive and potential negative impacts, in 

line with a precautionary approach. 

• Ensure  that  assessment  is  on  a  multidiscipli-

nary and inclusive basis to contribute to parti-

cipatory  decision-making,  in  accordance  with 

the precautionary approach and national prio-

rities  and  circumstances,  and  in  consultation 

with  indigenous  peoples  and  local  communi-

ties,  women  and  youth,  with  their  free,  prior 

and informed consent. 

• Keep research and capacity-building initiatives 

free of profit-driven conflicts of interest and ex-

tend the procedure for  avoiding or  managing 

conflicts  of  interests  in  expert  groups  to  con-

sultants. 

What the Monitoring Framework Still Can't See
Rainforest Action Network

As SBSTTA-28 considers both the  Global  Review of 

collective progress and the further development of 

the  monitoring  framework  for  the  Kunming-

Montreal  Global  Biodiversity  Framework (KMGBF), 

delegates  face an important  but  easily  overlooked 

question: What aspects of implementation are actu-

ally being made visible?

The Framework rightly seeks to monitor biodiversity 

finance,  harmful  incentives  and  corporate  disclos-

ure. Yet a critical blind spot remains. It still provides 

only a limited ability  to assess whether Parties are 

progressively  implementing  Target  14  by  aligning 

public and private activities, and fiscal and financial 

flows, with the goals and targets of the Framework. 

One important reason is that we continue to have only 

a partial picture of the much larger public and private 

financial flows that continue to drive biodiversity loss.

This matters because counting more money labelled 

for biodiversity cannot, on its own, tell us whether 

financial  systems  are  becoming  more  consistent 

with  the  goals  of  the  Framework.  Even  substantial

increases in biodiversity finance may not correspond 

to overall progress if much larger financial flows con-

tinue to incentivise ecosystem conversion, deforesta-

tion and environmentally harmful production.

Target  14  commits  Parties  to  progressively  align 

public and private activities, and fiscal and financial 

flows, with the goals and targets of the Framework. 

Achieving that ambition requires more than mobi-

lising additional finance. It also requires visibility of 

the  financial  flows  that  remain  inconsistent  with 

biodiversity objectives, together with the policy and 

regulatory measures being used to address them.
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Target 15 has rightly increased attention on corpo-

rate and financial institution disclosure. But disclo-

sure  is  not  an  outcome  in  itself,  and  selective

disclosure  risks  obscuring  what  is  actually  happe-

ning.  Monitoring  should  therefore  help  us  under-

stand  not  only  whether  institutions  disclose

biodiversity-related information, but whether those 

disclosures support better decision-making, mean-

ingful  reductions in  harmful  impacts and progress 

towards the objectives of the Framework.

The technical challenges are real, but they are not 

insurmountable. Civil society, researchers and finan-

cial analysts already demonstrate that it is possible 

to  identify  significant  financing  associated  with 

high-risk sectors using publicly available data. While 

these approaches are necessarily incomplete,  they 

show that improved monitoring is feasible, and that 

many remaining data gaps reflect transparency and 

policy  choices  rather  than  technical  impossibility. 

The  question  is  therefore  becoming  less  whether 

such  monitoring  is  possible,  and  more  whether 

Parties wish to make these wider financial dynamics 

visible  as  part  of  assessing implementation of  the 

Framework.

As SBSTTA considers both the Global Review and the 

continued  development  of  the  monitoring  frame-

work, three priorities deserve particular attention:

• Recognise the continuing gap in assessing im-

plementation of Target 14, including progress in 

aligning public and private activities and redu-

cing financial flows associated with biodiversity 

loss.

• Ensure that  monitoring distinguishes between 

finance mobilised for biodiversity and financial 

flows that continue to drive biodiversity loss, so 

that progress in one is not mistaken for progress 

in the other.

• Avoid  allowing  measures  of  disclosure  or

finance mobilisation to become substitutes for 

measuring  real-world  policy  change,  imple-

mentation and biodiversity outcomes.

Ultimately, the success of the KMGBF will not be de-

termined simply by how much additional finance is 

mobilised for biodiversity. It will depend on whether 

Parties progressively implement Target 14 by trans-

forming the broader policy, fiscal and financial sys-

tems that continue to drive biodiversity loss. Monit-

oring should help make that transformation visible.

Hopes towards the global review
Friedrich Wulf, Pro Natura – Friends of the Earth Switzerland

The discussions at SBSTTA-26 and SBI-7 will set the 

stage for a very important COP. It could be – through 

the global report and the global review - the turning 

point for the implementation of the KMGBF. 

The global report, based on numerous national re-

ports, has clarified that the world is not on track to 

reach  the  targets  –  more  and  enhanced  action  is 

needed. According to the report, targets 14, 16, 19 

and 22 are those with the lowest level of progress.

In other words, above all, there needs to be a push 

in setting up and enforcing regulations and policies 

that align all relevant public and private activities, 

and fiscal and financial flows with the goals and tar-

gets  of  this  framework;  in  making  consumption 

more sustainable and reducing the global footprint; 

in providing the necessary finance for implementing 
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the CBD, and ensuring the full, equitable, inclusive, 

effective and gender-responsive representation and 

participation  in  decision-making,  and  access  to 

justice and information related to biodiversity.

Target 14, along with target 18 on subsidies harmful 

to biodiversity, is a key element for achieving trans-

formative  change  and  reducing  the  pressure  on 

biodiversity. It demands that governments set up le-

gislation and planning procedures in a way that eco-

nomic activities align with the needs of biodiversity. 

The recent IPBES business and biodiversity assess-

ment set to be welcomed by SBSTTA-281 supports 

targets 14 and 18, requiring governments to “set up 

and enforce policy, legal and regulatory frameworks 

that incentivize or  mandate actions by businesses 

and financial institutions for biodiversity conserva-

tion and sustainable use.”2 , and this might be men-

tioned in the SBSTTA recommendation.

Identifying and pointing out the gaps in the imple-

mentation of the GBF is one of the key outcomes ex-

pected  of  this  year’s  CBD  process.  But  it  is  even 

more important to put in place a process to fill  in 

the gaps in collaboration with others – a single COP 

decision calling on parties to increase their activities 

is  not  enough.  A  continuous process is  needed.  It 

will  be  important  to  discuss  jointly,  in  diverse 

groups and settings, what different actors can do to 

tackle  the  challenges.  Two  elements  of  this  are 

already underway – the voluntary country-by-coun-

try peer review and the Kunming technical dialogue 

on implementation (7-9 September). But there are 

many more options, and scientists from IDDRI and 

PBL have published an excellent overview of pos-

sible  options to frame these structured dialogues, 

including technical, political and mixed dialogues at 

different levels. 

We  highly  recommends  reading  this  publication3, 

especially chapter 5 onward.

Some  of  the  presented  options  -  Presidency-led 

senior  political  dialogues,  targeted  ministerial  or 

cross-ministerial dialogues on a specific sectoral or 

finance issue,  target-specific  political  dialogues  or 

on a limited number of priority targets or systemic 

challenges, or regional or national dialogues to ad-

dress specific political situations are intended to be 

held before or at the high level segment of the COP 

– not much time to organize it. It would be worth-

while if SBSTTA and SBI can prepare the ground so 

that these meetings will take place.

Notes
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https://www.pbl.nl/downloads/iddri-pbl-2026-opera-

tionalizing-the-biodiversity-global-review-to-strengthen-

cbd-effectiveness-priorities-for-cop17
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