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5. Attendees recognised the ‘Protect and Promote’ approach for regulatory and policy efforts relating to

synthetic biotechnology. This will ensure appropriate regulation that addresses risk without over

regulating, and supports industry and scientific discovery. This is particularly important as the

biotechnology industry generates important revenue for Australia. Attendees recognised that a pragmatic

and proportionate approach is important.

Existing mitigations 

6. The Office of the Gene Technology Regulator (OGTR) provided an overview of proposed legislative

amendments to the Gene Technology Act 2000 – federal legislation that works in concert with state

legislation and alongside product regulators such as the Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines

Authority (APVMA). The Gene Technology Act 2000 focuses on regulating defined activities  with

genetically modified organisms, accreditation of organisations and certification measures of containment

facilities (it does not include regulating specific materials, actors or laboratories). The legislative changes

most relevant to this workshop are amendments to the definitions of ‘gene technology’ and ‘genetically

modified organism’, to include organisms that are produced by gene technology (i.e. synthetic biology).

7. While attendees noted industry compliance with regulations is good, 

. Extra support may be required for industry and academia to raise

awareness of their obligations to appropriately manage biotechnologies already within Australia. This may

be of particular benefit to new start-up companies who may also be new to the regulatory domain. The

Department of Industry Science and Resources (DISR) suggested a ‘single source of truth’ document

may be of benefit to start-ups.

8. The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT), the Defence Science and Technology Group

(DSTG) and the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) noted the

importance of international engagements and collaboration. Controls in Australia often work with

likeminded partners, but there will likely be a gap between international and domestic standards and

efforts to protect against key threats. There is a strong appetite for international partnerships to assist in

mitigating risks and enhancing safeguards.

‒ 

They also drive international harmonised export controls through the Australia Group, and 

 

 DFAT requested attendees contact them if there are particular effects to 

be achieved in the international domain.  

9.

10.

11. Attendees advised that current regulations offer a certain level of protection for now, but may need fine

tuning in the future. All agencies will actively monitor and watch the landscape, focusing on capability and

risk, for developments that may require additional interventions.
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6. Members noted recent international trends. DAFF raised the US and EU’s approach to prioritising

education as an alternative to more burdensome regulatory levers. Home Affairs noted the current

US administration has been encouraging like-minded countries to consider screening frameworks of

different levels of compulsion. All members reiterated the importance of balancing regulation with

innovation and industry.

7.

8. Members advised industry may be reluctant to engage with government where they believe

engagement will lead to regulation/further regulation; however, there is appetite from industry to get

high level information from government regarding risk. 

 DAFF noted most “traditional” DNA synthesis companies

are historically highly compliant in self-regulation/screening orders of sensitive sequences, however,

decreasing costs have led to new entrants into this industry 

 

9.

10.

11. Members queried if an onshore repository of the  gene catalogue could mitigate risk from the

increase in importation of genetic materials. 

Spotlight: Artificial Intelligence 

12. DISR advised the recently released National AI Plan has  capturing the opportunities of

AI through supporting investment, growth and adoption; spreading the benefits; and keeping

Australians Safe. A key element of the keeping Australian’s safe pillar is establishing an AI Safety

Institute (AISI).

13. The AISI, which will be operational in early 2026, will monitor, test, and share information on

emerging AI capabilities and risks. It will provide a source of evidence to support decision makers to

keep Australian’s safe by sharing information across government, 

 and supporting established functions. AISI will also be a member of the

International Network of AI Safety Institutes which also includes US, UK, and Canada. They will look

at best-practice approaches to progressing the science behind keeping people safe from AI, which

currently lags behind the advances in AI capabilities. The International Network of AI Safety

Institutes conducts tests on frontier open-source models, and this will be factored into the AISI’s

work program. AISI will establish a research agenda in early 2026, which will include a coordination

and collaboration piece of work across government, and will increase its in-house technical

capabilities with the hiring of technical experts.
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Contact  Policy Officer Critical and Emerging Technology Security Policy, 

Department of Home Affairs  

P: , E: @homeaffairs.gov.au  

Date 30 Jan 2026      TRIM: ADD2025/8416786 
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