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Ethics is a vital aspect of every profession and its
application to public health is critical because of the
need to preserve life and the rights of humans and
animals. Researchers and healthcare providers are often
confronted with real dilemmas that require careful
analysis and ethical decision-making in their interactions
with individuals, groups, institutions, and the society (1).
Getting people to act ethically is sometimes difficult;
even with clear guidelines it is unfortunate that some
people still do not pay attention to ethics standards.

Scientific research offers great opportunities to
improve lives by making new innovations available
for better healthcare, however, the processes involved
in the development of such innovations may present
significant risks to wellbeing and existence. Research
accidents can happen in laboratories, during field
experiments, or during sample handling, packaging,
transport, and storage. For example, evidence has shown
that nanoparticles can slip unknowingly into our daily
lives in the form of personal care products or due to
misuse (2). There is the possibility of inadvertent or
deliberate weaponisation of biological agents or toxins
(3) and, currently, the misuse of artificial intelligence in
biomedicine and public health (4).

Tools and systems are needed to moderate research
and healthcare, ensure responsible practice, minimise and
mitigate impending risks, and provide utmost benefits to
affected populations without the fear of causing them
harm. Providing guidance in this regard is paramount,
and this underscores the attention and emphasis given
to ethical conduct in scientific research and healthcare
practice by WHO and partners, and signifies the critical
importance of ethics to human existence.

Developed in 2022, the “WHO Global Guidance
Framework for the Responsible Use of the Life Sciences:
Mitigating Biorisks and Governing Dual-use Research” is
an important reference document for Member States and
other stakeholders in their efforts to prevent and mitigate
biorisks and govern dual-use research (5). The Framework
refers to dual-use as knowledge, information, methods,
products, or technologies generated by peaceful and
legitimate research, which may be appropriated for non-
peaceful or harmful purposes.

The framework has 3 core pillars: biosafety, laboratory

biosecurity and oversight of dual-use research. It was
developed to raise awareness about the importance of

biorisk management in the context of the One Health
approach (an integrated, unifying approach that aims to
sustainably balance and optimize the health of people,
animals and ecosystems). It identifies some of the
challenges and gaps associated with mitigating biorisks
and governing dual-use research, and highlights how
Member States and other stakeholders can effectively
initiate biorisk management. The framework highlights
a step-by-step ethics implementation approach and offers
checklists for different groups of stakeholders, scenarios
and cases in the governance of biorisks and dual-use
research. It provides a global perspective on the tools and
mechanisms for preventing, mitigating and managing
biorisks.

Several other frameworks and guidelines on
responsible biomedical research and healthcare practice
have been published by WHO, the World Medical
Association, the Council for International Organizations
of Medical Sciences, Council of Science Editors, Semantic
Scholar, etc (7-12).

Ethical conduct is applicable to all aspects of
biomedicine and public health, including research,
publications, medical practice, pharmaceuticals,
recruitment, communication, etc. There is no other way
to prove credibility and promote trust in biomedical
research and public health than adherence to clear,
consistent and strict ethical standards. Observing ethical
standards that are clearly communicated to respective
individuals and communities will provide the needed
assurance that research, medicines, diagnostics, and
clinical trials meet quality and safety standards (13).

EMR stakeholders had the opportunity to make
input to the Framework for the Responsible Use of the
Life Sciences: Mitigating Biorisks and Governing Dual-
use Research. Since its release, the WHO Regional
Office for the Eastern Mediterranean (WHO/EMRO)
has convened several forums to draw attention to the
document, promote bioethics in the region, and to call for
action to implement the recommendations. WHO/EMRO
continues to contribute to global bioethics summits,
hold regional summits and webinars to strengthen
the bioethics capacity of researchers and healthcare
professionals in the region, and has facilitated regional
surveys on bioethics. EMR currently hosts 3 (in Beirut,
Karachi and Tehran) of the 10 centres in the Global
Network of WHO Collaborating Centers for Bioethics.
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There is a need for further engagement to expand
ethics dialogue beyond the summits and enhance
visibility and awareness of ethics issues and the
framework. The framework needs to be adapted and
contextualized to reflect the needs and priorities of
Member States and institutions. Member States have
the responsibility to support biorisk governance and
play a major role in the establishment, capacitation and
functioning of national ethics or bioethics committees
in their countries. They should ensure multi-sectoral,
multistakeholder involvement in ethics issues which
includes governments, scientists, academic institutions,
funders, publishers and editors, civil society and public,
and the private sector.

This special edition of the Eastern Mediterranean
Health Journal (EMH]) was put together to facilitate such
engagement and spur discussions on bioethics issues
in the EMR. The papers highlight some of the areas
requiring ethics interventions in the region, including
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healthcare workers recruitment, palliative care, health
emergencies, pandemic response, and general biomedical
research.

Ethics should be an integral part of regulatory
and accreditation processes if we must safeguard the
integrity of health systems (13,14). Efforts should be
made to develop or revamp and enforce ethics bylaws,
legislation and regulations; build the capacity of
healthcare professionals in biomedical and research
ethics, including during emergencies and outbreaks;
and to foster stronger collaborations between bioethics
committees and policymakers.

On their part, researchers and healthcare
professionals should uphold the principles of ethics
- nonmaleficence, beneficence, respect for individual
autonomy, confidentiality, and justice - to ensure that
science continues to elicit the trust it deserves (1). We
must all adhere to ethics guidelines to avoid harming the
masses we are working to save.
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