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The Weird and Scary Geopolitics of the EarthBiogenome Project

Including:  A hidden governance document and evidence suggesting that EBP is using the 
interest of Chinese institutions in the project to red-bait the US Defense Department into 
providing it with funds.

 
Two previous research notes have discussed the EBP.  To read these, please consult the following 
link: http://www.pricklyresearch.com/webdump/EBP/

With the re-opening of the Biodiversity Convention's Open Ended Working Group in Geneva, 
Switzerland only a week away, representatives of the EarthBiogenome Project (EBP) are 
planning a grand entrance to the first in-person major international biodiversity negotiation since 
the pandemic began. It's not very clear that EBP will actually attract much attention per se, since 
there is a lot of frankly more immediately important business on deck for governments, but in the 
minds of EBP's leadership, its new policy on Digital Sequence Information (DSI) is something to 
should attract eyeballs.

Well, not really, because the policy has so many holes and caveats that it would make a piece of 
Swiss cheese blush, and the Project doesn't actually plan to enforce it on its members anyway, 
but more on that later.

In this, the piece before I really, truly, reveal the EBP's DSI Policy, as adopted, and discuss its 
many demerits, this research note focuses on EBP's weird and scary geopolitics. 

Let's begin with the low hanging fruit.  From a governance perspective, if one had to identify the 
single least appropriate country in the world in which to base a project that aims to create 
genome sequences of every eukaryotic species in the world, that country would be the United 
States.  Why is probably obvious, but in case you've forgotten, the United States is the only large 
country in the world that has not ratified the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD).  Thus, 
the set of basic and common ground rules that apply to biodiversity research and use in 
essentially every other country in the world do not apply to the United States.

Yet the EBP was founded by Americans, is based in the United States, and is presently governed 
by three US professors.  Yes, there are committees with people from elsewhere, and there is a 
draft governance document that may create a council with more equitable global membership, 
but power over the project is concentrated in California, Illinois, and Washington, DC and there 
is little prospect for that to ever significantly change.

Why should the world entrust management of such a project to three old white guys - one 
already retired, two getting close - in academic ivory towers in the US? *  I say that it quite 



obviously should not, especially given that the US plays by different - and less advanced, more 
pro-corporate - biodiversity rules than the rest of the world. 

But of course there is US money and technological prowess involved.  And, to be fair, there is 
also scientific vision in those ivory towers.  It was the old guys, after all, that had the chutzpah to 
put forward such an ambitious project.

What about that governance document?  

So far, I have been unable to obtain a copy.  The University of Illinois is resisting its release 
relying, I believe, on an illegal interpretation of the Illinois Freedom of Information Act.  The 
university asserts that the draft enjoys legal protection as being 'pre-decisional', but in order to 
avail themselves of that protection, they have to consider EBP as an agency of the State of 
Illinois, which it is clearly not.

An appeal is underway.  

But I do know something about the governance document's contents from comments made about 
it.  The commenting professor was invited to review the draft. It is it is unclear who else also got 
the privilege of making such inputs.  The professor comes from another country that, like the US, 
holds itself apart from the rest (but which has at least ratified the CBD and Nagoya Protocol).

Dr. Richard Durbin, Professor of Genetics, Cambridge University, United Kingdom took a look 
at EBP's governance plans and was not at all impressed.  What made Durbin itch about the 
American professors' plans was that they were entirely too democratic.  Power in the EBP, 
Durbin maintains, should be closely held by a small number of members and the ability to set 
policy restricted even further to a few individuals, himself presumably included.

"The proposed executive committee is like a UN General Assembly," Durbin complained in 
September 2021, arguing for power to be concentrated among a small number of larger projects, 
"voting power according to this proposal would be dominated numerically by small aspirational 
non-producing projects, at least for the first few years and likely for ever.”  Damn those annoying 
little countries.

Expressing caution at what disasters might come, Durbin specifically feared that a democratic 
approach would cause problems with DSI and commercial relationships, saying "There will be 
crunch decisions over data release, DSI, commercial activity and other things, and there is a 
danger of wishful aspiration dominating over reality."  Durbin's "reality" quite likely refers to 
him wanting to surrender sequences over for corporate exploitation.  And if the EBP didn't 
restrict power to a few, Durbin thought that "then we should be much more picky about who we 
allow in."

And even if a governance committee is established at EBP, Durbin wrote - and this one is really 
weird - it should not have power.  A governance committee without the ability to govern.  Yes, 
you read that correctly. "My point about the governance committee is it should not make policy," 
the plainly putinesque Durbin noted, complaining that governance groups frequently end up 
"strongly influencing or constraining the direction of travel of the whole endeavor without 



relevant expertise, accountability or leadership."  Never mind that the members of the 
governance group would be, presumably, selected from the Project's members, or be all of them.  

To conclude, Durbin praised strong corporate leaders and lauded taking an uncompromising top-
down approach, saying, "Companies seem to rarely make this mistake - chief executives don’t ask 
lawyers to tell them what to do."

Wow.  There is the attitude of a key partner in the EBP, which publicly describes itself as a global 
"community of communities."  Of further note:  Durbin holds a seat on the EBP’s Ethics, Legal, 
and Social Issues Committee (!!!)

On receiving Durbin's comments, the American triumvirate of leading professors opted for a 
conference call, the outcome of which is not available in the records I have received.  

You mentioned red-baiting?

Yes, I did.  In the last research note, I described a strange funding one pager distributed to 
potential financial supporters by the EBP.  This document** is most notable for how dramatically 
at odds the EBP's self-description to funders is in comparison to its public presentation. More 
specifically, it is notable for the sharp disconnection between EBP's public posture as a global 
group of communities doing pure science versus the funding document's private emphasis on 
national security and commercial benefits to the United States of the project moving ahead.

FOIA that has since arrived has shed light on this document and its context.  And it is not very 
flattering.

It appears that the one pager was an attempt to capitalize on one of EBP's founders' connections 
to the US Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), the Pentagon's advanced 
technology research agency which, like EBP, frequently uses the word "moonshot" to describe 
itself and its projects. A coincidence?  Probably not.

Gene Robinson, a University of Illinois professor and member of the EBP's ruling triumvirate, is 
a former DARPA grant recipient.  Robinson's program officer at DARPA has left the US 
government to begin working for Gingko Bioworks, a Boston-based firm that, not coincidentally, 
is the genome sequencing company that EBP would like to work for the Project (see prior 
Research Notes for more information).  The e-mails I have received also make clear that the 
former program officer retains influence in Washington, particularly with the US National 
Academies of Science.

Ginkgo the company hotly pursues a tight relationship with the US government, and with its 
Defense Department in particular (as well as the US CDC). Robinson's DARPA program officer 
isn't the only ex-Pentagon employee at Ginkgo.  Renee Wegryzn, the former DARPA program 
officer that oversaw the controversial Island Conservation project to develop and test gene drive 
mice for release on islands (Google "the gene drive files"), also now works for Ginkgo, as its 
Vice President for Business Development.



Also in the closed loop of members of the EBP privy to Robinson's pitch to DARPA / Ginkgo - 
before your author released it to the world - is Kevin Hackett, a senior research manager at the 
US Department of Agriculture.  It is unclear if any other members of the EBP, outside of the 
triumvirate and Hackett, were made aware of Robinson's bid for financing from US national 
security interests.  

Across the pond in Cambridge, Professor Durbin, no doubt, would have admired Robinson's 
strategery, but probably not most of the rest of EBP's membership, who seem to have learned that 
they are working for US national security and economic hegemony through the research notes 
published by your author.

Wait.  That red-baiting thing?

There's another layer to what is going on with Robinson's DARPA pitch.  It was late December 
2021 when Robinson put on the final touches and sent it to Ginkgo … yes, to Ginkgo first, not 
directly to DARPA.  In the preceding months, beginning in late August 2021, EBP was 
negotiating entry of the China Biodiversity Conservation and Green Development Foundation 
(CBCGDF) into the project.  CBDGDF is the second Chinese affiliate of EBP, the first being the 
giant Beijing Genomics Institute, or BGI.

The link between CBCGDF and EBP was made by Fred Dubee, a Canadian born businessman 
and member of the Club of Rome who lives in Finland and has a close relationship with BGI, 
sometimes even using a BGI e-mail address. Dubee is a prophet of business-for-social-good and 
formerly worked for the United Nations Global Compact.

The EBP triumvirate is not naive about the potential rivalries and suspicions between the US and 
China when it comes to mass genome sequencing.  When CBCGDF presented its formal 
application for membership, Robinson wrote the other members of the triumvirate:

To you guys only:

Do we need to apply different approaches to considering another group from China? 
Relationship to BGI? Commitment to open access? I hope not, but I just want us to consider 
this in light of how fraught things have become with BGI, and US-China relations.

Best, 
Gene

Harris Lewin, the EBP founder at the University of California at Davis replied that he thought 
that CBCGDF was okay, but that issues might come up with sequence sharing.

What is very interesting is that once I began to perceive the outlines of the EBP-Ginkgo-DARPA 
link, I filed a complex FOIA request with the University of Illinois.  This is not easy to explain, 
but I will try: 

I asked the University of Illinois to provide emails in which Robinson sent blind copies ("bcc") 
to Ginkgo, from September 2021 into February 2022, the period in which CBCGDF joined EBP 



and the DARPA funding pitch was written.  I also asked for e-mails that Robinson had sent to the 
personal e-mail address of another member of the triumvirate, but only those e-mails that it had 
not previously provided to me.

When I got the University of Illinois' response, I received a copy of what appears to be most, if 
not all, of the EBP's correspondence with CBCGDF. Most of these e-mails are also copied to 
representatives of BGI.  

These CBCGDF/BGI e-mails, which don't include the "bcc" field, I had previously seen, because 
they had been sent to me in a prior request.

The implication of Illinois' reply is clear:  Robinson was blind copying Ginkgo, with its DARPA 
connections, the EBP's correspondence with CDCGDF and BGI.  

I was still hesitant to mention this publicly, however, because I could not see the "bcc" field on 
any of the e-mails that Robinson sent.  So I asked Illinois to explicitly confirm that the 
CBCGDF/BGI e-mails were sent to me (again) because Robinson had secretly copied them to 
Ginkgo.  

The University of Illinois refused to answer my question and instead said I could appeal to the 
Illinois Attorney General (which I did).  I pressed Illinois to answer again, noting my 
understanding of its response. Illinois then said that I received the CBCGDF/BGI e-mails a 
second time because Robinson had blind copied the personal e-mail address of his partner in the 
triumvirate.  But this claim doesn't make sense, because in my request for those e-mails, I 
excluded anything that Illinois had sent me before, and these e-mails had been sent to me before.

I've asked Illinois to clarify again, and filed a follow up request.

Clearly, Robinson's e-mail to his colleagues - as well banter between the professors about 
Washington politics, and especially the White House Office of Science and Technology Policy - 
shows that Robinson understands the geopolitical overtones of GBP's relationships with Chinese 
institutions. And if while preparing and then presenting a funding pitch to DARPA/Ginkgo that 
emphasizes US national security, Robinson is blind copying Gingko with EBP's correspondence 
with Chinese institutions, the implications seem clear.  Robinson would be trying scare up anti-
China fears - red-baiting - to help EBP's prospects of getting money from the US Defense 
Department.

Quite a strange thing for this global “community of communities” to do.

The weight of evidence says that the above is true.  But it isn't explicit.  Stay tuned on this one.

* Full disclosure:  Your author is a less old white guy who confesses that he regularly dreams of 
spending more time driving his tractor and less time writing research notes.

** See: http://www.pricklyresearch.com/webdump/EBP/


