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Roundtable 1: State of the Globe: Bringing the 

benefits of genome sequencing to the world 
Realising the international potential of genomics and the need for  

an interconnected approach 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The report collates the thoughts and actions suggested during the first roundtable of this series.   
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Summary and key actions    

 

In many ways, our experience with Covid-19 has demonstrated the importance of genomic science on a 

global scale. The field of genomics had already been building significant momentum following a series of 

stimulating initiatives such as the 100,000 genomes project, but the pandemic has shone a spotlight on the 

need for global collaboration in all forms of medical research. There is now a unique opportunity to harness 

these learnings and catapult the global ecosystem of genomics to new heights.  

 

This State of the Nation is designed to cross the barriers of genomic understanding on an international level, 

made available in ways that secure benefits across the world through launching a Global Genomics 

Coalition. 

 

In doing so, we must firstly celebrate how far we have come with genomic understanding. We must then 

look to develop an appropriate public policy structure that will allow us to secure those benefits. 

 

Actions 

- Celebrate how far we have come with global understanding of genomics – this will help us build 

success and look to further enhance global work on genomics. 

- Build on the Covid-19 experience and harness the unique opportunity which it provides to 

increase global collaboration in genomics. 

 

Genomics without borders 

 

Increasing global collaboration in genomic understanding is for the greater good of humanity. Experts and 

research bodies have been developing national institutes for years, but since the Human Genome Project 

this has become a truly global community; the success of which is defined by how well it works together. 

The proof is in the pudding, and there are several projects that we can point to that have been deliberately 

funded because of the ways that this community works together. Perhaps the best example is the Global 

Genomics Alliance, which is using genomics to drive healthcare improvements across the world. This is an 

example of a ‘driver project’ – when a group of individuals unite around a tech problem and solve it as a 

community, addressing questions such as how we will share data in the future in order to maximise its 

value.  

 

Genomics is already on an accelerant path, and we have reached the point where analysing 60 million 

human genomes by 2025 is not beyond the realms of possibility, presenting a whole new level of 

complexity for genomic scientists. These projects form the practical pillars of genomics and further 

demonstrate need to collaborate in this field.  

 

As we expand our data reach, we must be able to standardise genomic sequencing so that it can transcend 

borders. Standards will be key to collaborating and ultimately eroding barriers to genomic discovery.  

We need to define what a ‘level playing field’ looks like in the field of genomics to ensure international 
standards are adhered to and patient data is protected and not misused, for both clinical and research 

purposes. There are differing needs and requirements for each country involved, but consistency for 

successful international partnerships must be established. Consistent data standards are needed to increase 

access for nations at the beginning of their individual genomics programmes, such as those starting out in 

Thailand, to share and use data in a more valuable way to generate more beneficial information for cancer, 

genetic and rare diseases.   

 

Covid-19 has highlighted the need for a global surveillance program for viral genomic sequencing. 

Sequencing pathogens early has enabled vaccines to be developed faster than they would have otherwise. 

However, it has also meant that we have been able to spot new emerging variants of coronavirus, the 

number of variants already being discerned in the UK is testament to its already rich genomics community. 
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If we are in the modern age to resist future pandemics, our global lifestyle has promoted increasing 

epidemics that have caused harm; a global pathogen surveillance network is required to monitor this.  

 

There has been a tendency to put pathogen sequencing into a separate box from human sequencing in 

terms of responsibility, as it was in the 100,000 Genome project. Thanks to the experience of Covid-19, viral 

sequencing has come to the fore of research discussion, as it provides an essential tool for tracking 

mutations, it also provides opportunity to link with other human sequencing topics; so it is already 

integrating into human sequencing thanks to our global pandemic response. 

 

There is mass agreement that the single biggest issue to progressing truly global strategies for genomics lies 

in how we use data. Jurisdictional protectionism of data will hold back genomics, but global collaboration is 

the key to overcoming this. The Global Alliance again is a good example of how to overcome this, and we 

should build on the work being done here to connect different data assets together.  

 

Public trust will of course also be crucial to overcoming data challenges. Increasing literacy in genomics 

amongst the public in this field is not easy but is crucial to garnering support for further genomic 

exploration. Experts must work to convey the revolutionary potential of genomics to foster greater global 

trust. Without patients and citizens alike on board, fostering a global community of genomics will be 

extremely difficult. Otherwise, we will have the genomic tools, but will not be able to truly interact with 

healthcare in the way that we need to.  

 

Due to Covid-19, the field of genomics is getting more exposure than it ever has, and today it gets particular 

attention in the media. Issues of distrust and suspicion, which have historically meant many have not 

engaged with the field of genomics, are being overcome through transparency around the benefits that 

genomics bring to patients. The pandemic, particularly with the identification of variants of Covid and virus 

mutation, has changed the optics around genomics, reframing it as a ‘force for good’ and a field that is 

crucial to addressing many health challenges faced around the world. This has had impacts around the 

world and has made a case to countries with less developed genomics programmes to prioritise these 

programmes internally and internationally.   

 

People are now interested in this space, and are today asking about variants and virus mutations. With an 

increasing knowledge base across the community, there is an excellent opportunity to develop rich levels of 

trust and engagement in genomics with citizens across the world. 

 

Patients and citizens expect a chain of trust from their data to the wider research community. In practice 

this means that the medical datasets are highly unlikely to leave the countries, they may not even leave 

regions, but this does not necessarily get in the way of research. With modern computers experts can get 

responsible access to this data, but controllers in each country can determine whether this piece of 

research is valid for global research. 

 

How can the genomics sector address the lack of diversity in genomic sequencing data and the 

underrepresentation of some communities? The current reference sequence in genomics will miss 10 per 

cent of variant data present in the African population. This is an injustice which may lead to further issues of 

trust and participation in this field of work. There is a ‘scientific imperative’ to have global representation in 
genomics and to untangle ‘ethnicity’ and ‘genetics’, which are often confused and are less closely related 

than perceived.   

 

 

Actions 

- Integrate pathogen sequencing firmly into workstreams that include human genome 

sequencing – this should link heavily with the recent focus on viral sequencing following    

Covid-19. 
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- Develop comprehensive standardisation techniques for data, so that it can be shared and 

analysed on a global level, this should build on the work that has already taken place in the 

Global Genomic Alliance. 

- Principles for international data sharing, with comprehensive standards need to be established 

to keep international data sharing active. This might include a statement to protect against the 

misuse use of data. One such example could be a notice to prevent DNA being used to 

discriminate against sections of a population because they are not included in a subset. This 

would help maintain confidence.  

- The genomics sector must work to improve the ethnic diversity of its datasets, failure to do so 

will foster mistrust with the genomics community and what it is trying to achieve. 

- The genomics sector, as a whole, needs to take every opportunity to eliminate mistrust and 

build public confidence in genomics. It needs to be perceived as a ‘force for good’ and a benefit 
for patients. This will need an internationally minded approach as the challenges of public 

perception will differ between localities.   

- A “chain of trust” must be developed to define the practice of genomic data sharing. 

- We must develop ways of overcoming barriers of data jurisdiction to data sharing. 

- International discussions surrounding genomics need to take place in languages other than 

English to ensure full engagement from partners in other nations.   

 

Genomics and the patient 

 

Integrating genomic medicine into patient pathways is complicated, but it is critical to fostering a genomic 

medicine sector. In France, they are doing this by prioritising patient informed consent. Supported by 

transversal actions on genomics, this is helping to integrate genomics as part of wider healthcare research 

continuum. Sequencing activity in France has grown rapidly over the past two years, in spite of the 

disruption caused by Covid-19 and their progress demonstrates the value of ensuring that genomic 

medicine is integrated into patient pathways from the outset.   

 

Also crucial to making genomic medicine relevant to the patient is by linking clinical and genetic 

data together. This helps develop tangible and positive impact on patients’ lives. Technology and means of 

de-identifying data both need to be considered to allow data to be useful for both clinical and research 

communities. If this is done in the right way, it will enable more uniform approaches to data sharing. 

 

How we address issues of equity of access for services in genomics will also be crucial, seen in the case of 

unequal access to the Covid-19 vaccine currently being seen globally. This factor has exacerbated and 

sometimes overshadowed larger issues of health inequalities within nations and across the world.   

 

The genomics community needs to improve the communication of information, so it is presented in a way 

that the public will understand. Speaking in terms of DNA is not easily understandable for patients and the 

public but framing this in terms of understandable healthcare implications. Those involved in research need 

to be ‘taken on a journey’ of understanding as information is generated through the process of research.   
 

 

Actions 

- Genomic medicine must be integrated into the patient pathway from the outset, particularly when 

nations are establishing their own projects and sequencing labs. 

- Patient consent must be prioritised when establishing genomic sequencing projects. 

- Genetic and clinical data must be linked together to enable genomic medicine to supplement the 

patient pathway. 

 

The importance of scientific diplomacy 

 

Scientific diplomacy has the potential to unify international partners outside of political relations. Examples 

of this working effectively include the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). Science has a leverage 
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effect for tackling global challenges as outlined in certain UN Sustainable Development Goals, specifically 

SDG17. Covid-19 has been impactful in multiple ways, not least because it forced the scientific and political 

communities to interface nationally and internationally, and because it is one of a few issues that most of 

the global population were faced with at one time.   

  

The Human Genome Project another example of multilateral best practice for international collaboration. 

Full sequence completed and published in 2003. The human genome is the property of humanity and 

therefore cannot be owned by any nation or organisation.   

 

Bilateral projects, such as the “enhanced cooperation” between Genomics England and Le plan 
France médecine génomique 2025, demonstrate how relationships in science can bolster political links. This 

‘soft power’ gives governments the ability to link through cooperative channels which bypass other 

boundaries or conflicting agendas that may exist.   

 

The opportunity presented by Covid-19 to encourage and incentivise countries around the world to 

implement a boarder and more robust genomics infrastructure must not be wasted. This should be 

encouraged in all geographies. The G7 presents a unique opportunity to place genomics on the agenda as 

part of routine healthcare discussions.   

 

Actions 

 

- The political benefits that emerge for bilateral and multilateral cooperation in genomic and 

other science need to be explored and built upon to further genomic medicine. 

- The genomics community should look to build upon bilateral agreement between nations that 

enhance cooperation. 

- The G7 should be used as a catalyst to drive progress in the field of global genomics. 

 


