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Executive Summary 

 

The key lessons from this session: 

1. Greater alignment between domestic genomic capabilities and capacity 

• If domestic capabilities and capacity are misaligned between institutions, the system 

created would be fundamentally flawed from the outset 

2. Proactive and not reactive infrastructure to prepare for the next pandemic 

• The success of a global genomic effort shall be measured against its ability to sustain 

itself and hold members accountable, while ensuring there is a united global 

preparatory effort for the next pandemic – a reactionary system is insufficient   

3. This should not be an isolated effort, inspiration can be drawn from other industries 

• There is much to be drawn from other industries, which have the power to inform and 

educate the examples of best practice which will help build the required infrastructure 

4. A collective global effort from the outset and throughout 

• The purpose of a global genomic collaborative effort is that no one state or region 

drives the agenda, and thus no one is left behind 

5. ‘For the good of humanity’ should incentivise the sharing of genomic data 

• Being able to reap the rewards provided by contributing to global genomic data 

sharing should be regarded as enough to incentivise the continuation of such data 

sharing  

 

 

This roundtable was Chaired by: 

Rt Hon Stephen Dorrell, Chair, Public Policy Projects  

And featured presentations from: 

Rob Annan, President and CEO, Genome Canada 

Professor Christian Happi, Department of Biological Sciences, Redeemers’ University, 
Nigeria, and Director, African Centre of Excellence for Genomics of Infectious Diseases 

(ACEGID) 
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Roundtable 2: Post-event report 

 

A key question which lies at the heart of the issues addressed in this session is, how do we prevent or 

prepare for the next pandemic? Although the surface answer is simple: by working together; sharing 

data on a global scale presents many challenges that must be faced head on if sustainable progress is 

to be achieved.  

This second roundtable served to truly highlight the extent to which global collaboration is needed. 

This is crucial, as the world must reconcile with the very real threat that if a virus emerges in rural 

Africa, for example, within 36 hours it has the power to be spread to New York, London, or any major 

or far away location. This highlights that we are all at risk, and a cooperative collaborative effort is the 

best and most efficient response. The argument is therefore also made that there must be greater 

distribution of sequencing resources around the world, to capture any potential viruses and pass that 

information to major genomic centres and labs around the world. Until the world adopts a united 

approach, responding to a viral outbreak will continue to be a defensive and reactive response rather 

than a proactive one.  

This session served to outline that, when advocating for a united global effort, the central lesson learnt 

from past outbreaks is that, unless we agree to cooperate on a global scale, we will continue to be 

vulnerable to the next outbreak or pandemic. None of us are safe, until all of us are safe.  

The imperative of sharing genomic data to facilitate progress  

To secure scientific advancement, the sharing of data – across the world – is a scientific imperative. 

For example, the sharing on behalf of South Africa of their Covid-19 variant led to better public health 

responses in other states. It must be remembered however, that to share data, policy and decision 

makers must not undermine their own populations. Simply sharing the data does not equate to an 

equitable system of sharing the benefits derived from that data. It is therefore imperative that ethical 

agreements regarding how and why the data is used and shared, exist not only between the labs and 

the populations, but also that such agreements include the industries that will aid in developing the 

responses.  

Genomics, and a global genomics effort, have the power to build-up industries within states, and not 

require that one single state dominates the field by leading on the sequencing for other institutions, 

states, etc. Ensuring the system benefits the populations equitably, a bottom-up and not top-down 

approach must be adopted. Building ethical agreements, for example, into the process of establishing 

a global data-sharing network would play a role in ensuring efforts to maintain equity throughout the 

system are ever-present. If genomics is to protect populations from future pandemics, it has to keep 

those populations at the heart of it’s efforts.  

Such issues need not to be addressed solely by the scientific community however, but by the policy, 

healthcare, political and decision-making ones as well. The notion of data sharing is motivated by an 

interest in the ‘common-good’ therefore, for this system to thrive it must be cooperative. It must be 
a global system that gives as much as it takes and vice-versa. The purpose of sharing is that once a 

solution is found, it is redistributed.  
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Starting a global platform for the sharing of genomic data is therefore of vital importance as data 

sharing has the power to enable the further development of the field and the rate at which discoveries 

are made. Nonetheless, even though there is a will and desire to share data and ensuring that 

everyone has access to this data; this desire is not without its faults. At present, once the data has 

been shared and is being utilised by big pharma, for example, the development and distribution of 

countermeasures and vaccines becomes incredibly competitive, creating an evident ‘nation first’ 
divide in approaches and priorities. Are such efforts truly in the name of data sharing or just a greater 

source of information which then relevant parties take back to their silos? 

What has been witnessed during the Covid-19 outbreak for example is a lot of selfishness and self-

centeredness regarding the sharing of data. In the example of the African continent, this sentiment of 

selfishness on behalf of other states and regions has prompted conversations surrounding whether 

Africa should create its own data sharing platform and network for genomics.  

The key take away is therefore, that if data sharing is fundamental to the advancement of genomic 

science and global preparedness for the next health crisis or virus outbreak, those who take from 

the sharing platforms must not retreat into their nationalistic silos but on the contrary, actively give 

back.  

Internal coordination must be prioritised alongside international collaboration 

When discussing a global genomic effort however, it is vital to keep in mind that domestic 

collaboration and cooperation between institutions, labs, etc. is just as vital as on a global scale. Every 

tool that is developed must be embedded into the domestic healthcare system to enable a more 

coordinated and organised domestic response. As previously mentioned, a bottom-up approach must 

be adopted, as if the fundamental infrastructure is not collaborative and established domestically, the 

ability of such regions or states to flag a new variant or potential population health threat is thus 

hindered. Although other states could be in a position to provide support, the possibility of having to 

‘wait-in-line’ provides little reassurance in the face of a new virus.  

The ability to contribute to a global genomics system would be inherently flawed if the domestic 

infrastructure and systems are not cooperative.  

In Canada for example, due to the provincial healthcare approach, the unified response to a public 

health threat is often disjointed. The autonomy of public health officers within and between provinces 

creates a dissonance which often results in mismatched and delayed responses. Coordinated actions, 

data-sharing, communications, are thus all compromised and slowed-down in a crisis. This was 

witnessed in the SARS outbreak and is being witnessed again in their Covid-19 response.  

Within the Canadian context, problems faced included issues surrounding data sharing across 

provincial health jurisdictions, and such problems are a combination of technical, legal and policy. In 

looking to international conversations about data sharing, domestic barriers must also be addressed 

with the same level of commitment and urgency. If fields such as testing, epidemiology, surveillance, 

and downstream research are predominately acting as isolated technical silos, genomic growth, and 

development, both domestic and overseas, is thus stunted.  

With such issues reflected in the efforts to develop contemporary global collaborative efforts, if 

domestic capabilities and capacity are misaligned between institutions, the system that would be 

created is fundamentally flawed from the outset.  
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A global system of accountability  

Developing a system of information sharing is also a key priority in establishing a productive and 

successful global cooperative effort.  

There are many sensitivities that must be considered and that will define whether the public is 

engaged and ultimately, whether they trust the system and how their data is being used. Ensuring 

such priorities are recognised, as well as ensuring adequate privacy protections and data security 

measures are accounted for, on a global scale, may require official and recognised formalisation, such 

as via a treaty for example.  

Ensuring there are strong and robust ethical principles around how the data will be used and why, lies 

at the heart of such privacy and data security debates. This must be done to ensure there are no 

unintentional discriminatory impacts or repercussions. Cross-border data transfers should therefore 

be standardised. Even though, this must be done to ensure that the data is used purely for the 

articulated purposes; it is vital to consider the learnings provided by existing examples. GDPR 

legislation, although has set an international precedent, to an extent has also hampered genomic 

progress.  

The aim should be the long-term reduction and mitigation of deleterious impacts potentially caused 

by the next outbreak or pandemic. The achievement of such can be drawn from the precedent set 

both by the field of genomics and beyond; nonetheless, in proposing an international treaty or 

agreement however, accountability is essential. If data is misused, for example, attention must be paid 

to developing and implementing actions which would be taken to hold those relevant to account.  

In addressing such issues and debates however, the intention should be to build a system and 

infrastructure that are sustainable in the long-term. Although, while at the epicentre of the Covid-19 

crisis there is plenty of political attention on such issues currently, the endurance of that attention is 

limited.  

The true success of a global genomic effort shall be measured against its ability to sustain itself and 

hold members accountable, while ensuring there is a united global preparatory effort for the next 

pandemic.   

Inspiration can be drawn from other industries  

In designing and developing the framework and infrastructure to support such global efforts, it is 

crucial to acknowledge that much can be learnt, or inspiration can be drawn from, other industries.  

It is essential that the value obtained must be matched between those who are providing and those 

who are utilising the content. Could a value distribution framework, such as ones used in the music 

industry for example, therefore become the infrastructural framework used to enable the desired 

mass sharing and utilising of genomic data? Could a monetary framework thus be embedded into such 

systems, through which to use the database there is a subscription fee which recompenses those who 

contributed to the content it contains. This could therefore enable the redistribution of extrapolated 

benefits.   
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A global administration of the data would be central, which would be responsible for managing the 

maintenance and distribution of the data. Ownership of such a system would thus not need to sit with 

one state, but rather an overseeing body such as the World Health Organisation.   

There is much to be drawn from other industries, which have the power to inform and educate the 

examples of best practice which help build an international genomic framework. For reference, the 

Nagoya Protocol for example, although exclusionary of human data, could provide a foundation from 

which existing examples are drawn. In creating a global genomics data sharing system, the genomic 

community need not build a system entirely from scratch, but rather make use of the privilege of 

building upon existing work. Drawing examples from other industries genomics can build up the 

required infrastructure, using the learning derived from past instances, addressed by other fields and 

industries.  

Not a field to just be dominated by the G7 

Irrespective of the major focus of this session being the examination of issues and debates regarding 

data collection and distribution, questions surrounding who governs such frameworks have emerged.  

Even though global genomic collaboration may be atop the priorities shared by the G7, to be 

addressed in the summer summit of 2021, it is important to ensure they do not monopolise its 

development. In taking this into consideration, it is crucial to consider inequalities which currently 

impede true international cooperation, and honestly address them.  

In ensuring cooperation and contribution to a global genomic data network, it is vital to ensure that 

firstly, the data accurately reflects the diverse communities which are spread across the world, and 

secondly, that there is an understanding amongst all communities as to the benefits provided by 

genomic sequencing and data, thus incentivising a need to share collected data.  

Developing an ‘early detection’ system is also dependent upon greater distribution of services and 

equipment across the globe. This would ensure that the pressure is not thus felt by a small collection 

of labs, predominately in G7 countries, and the needs of other states fall to the back of the queue.  

The purpose of a global genomic collaborative effort is that no one state, or region drives the 

agenda, and thus no one is left behind. 

Conclusion  

The key learnings from the second roundtable are as follows. If data sharing is fundamental to the 

advancement of genomics and global preparedness for the next public health crisis, those who take 

from the sharing platforms must not retreat back into their nationalistic silos. On the contrary, they 

must actively give back. Such a system is dependant upon active collaboration and contribution. The 

aim should be to ensure that no one state, or region drives the agenda, and thus no one is left behind. 

Finally, the true success of a global genomic effort shall be measured against its ability to sustain itself 

and hold members accountable. Therefore, ensuring united preparedness from the bottom-up, both 

on the domestic and international levels is crucial. A global genomics system would be inherently 

flawed from the outset if the domestic infrastructure and systems are not cooperative. 

 


