

18 September 2002

Mr Elton Humphery

Committee Secretary

Community Affairs Legislation Committee

Australian Senate

Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Dear Mr Humphery

Thank you for the invitation to present a written submission to the Committee.  St Vincent’s Hospital distinguishes between experimentation which leaves the embryo in an implantable condition and experimentation which destroys or otherwise harms the embryo.  We are opposed to the latter, and urge the Commonwealth Parliament not to pass a law which would have the effect of permitting such experimentation.

In this submission, however, I shall not attempt to present a comprehensive statement of the case against destructive experimentation: I shall rather limit myself to responding to some of the claims about embryo experimentation that have come up in public discussion over the last few months.

Claim No 1: There is a fundamental distinction between ‘embryos for implantation’ and ‘surplus ART embryos’ 

This is a distinction without a difference.  Both ‘surplus ART embryos’ and ‘embryos for implantation’ are just embryos.  These different designations signal no more than the proposal to select some embryos for implantation and select others for experimentation. (Given modern techniques in IVF, there should be no ‘surplus embryos’: they should never have been generated.)

Claim No 2: So-called ‘surplus embryos’ are destined for destruction anyway.  Since they will be destroyed anyway it is unreasonable not to allow them to be used in research.  And indeed it is not the research which will destroy them.
This claim is based on the assumption that all that matters ethically is the result (or ‘outcome’) of a proposal.  That assumption is false.  There is a very great difference between, on the one hand, dismembering an embryo for experimental purposes and, on the other, allowing an embryo to die unviolated.  

Of course it is true that in each case the embryo will end up dead. But just as there is a significant difference between the death of a person who is deliberately killed and the death of someone who dies from natural causes, so there is a significant difference between an embryo’s being deliberately dismembered and its dying naturally.  The embryos to be experimented upon will most certainly die by dismemberment.  Dismembering them, rather than allowing them to succumb unviolated, merely ‘ adds insult to injury’.  

In addition, it is arbitrary and unjust to select one embryo for implantation into a woman and thus to give it a chance to realize its developmental potential and to select another for death by dismemberment.

Claim No 2: Human embryos in themselves are not the kind of entity deserving of a respect which would rule out our using them in research: they are not ‘persons’ (or ‘human beings’ or ‘human persons’ or ‘people’, or whatever one chooses to call the kind of being which should never be treated merely as a means but always as an end in itself).  

Answers to the question who is, or what constitutes, a ‘person’ depend on how one understands the concept of person.  That concept is not a scientific or factual one.   It is a philosophical one. Because of the philosophical complexity of debates about the meaning of personhood and about whether the human embryo is a person, both the Catholic Church (in an instruction called Donum Vitae) and the Warnock Committee (in its Report) abstained from making a definitive claim about what the human embryo is in itself.
  Instead, Donum Vitae and the Warnock Committee focus on the question of how the embryo (whatever it is) should be treated.  On this issue,  they disagreed. But the point is that, recognizing the philosophical complexity of the concept of ‘person’, they both prescinded from that question in order to address the question: whatever the human embryo is, how should it be treated?  

Any reasonable answer to this question must take into account the connection between the human embryo and the adult member of the human species.  An embryo is both a living, cellular mass (that’s one answer to what it is) and an organised entity that normally is in the process of evolving to the next stage of human development (so another other, more important, answer is that an embryo is a human being at the earliest stage of development).  It is true that there are embryos that no longer possess this potential to evolve into a mature member of the species (because of some inner defect).  But the normal embryo does possess this potential and will, in an appropriate environment, realize this potential.
  

That is to say, ‘potential’ is not just an external way of speaking about the embryo (as ‘surplus’ is): it marks an intrinsic quality of the embryo, its individual human nature, which explains its characteristic development. 

It is this potential that explains why we should accord the embryo a kind of respect that this distinct from what we accord parts of the human body. It is this potential which makes irrelevant the facts that occasionally the embryo splits into two embryos and occasionally two such embryos recombine: in each circumstance there is an embryo (or more than one embryo) with the developmental potential to become an adult member of the human species. And it is the continuity of the embryo’s development according to this potential which makes arbitrary any drawing of the line between one stage and the next. Embryos are potential children in the same sense that children are potential adults – not by the addition of any external factor, but simply by becoming more truly what they are, human beings.

Claim No 3: We need to do both kinds of research: experimentation involving embryonic stem cells and experimentation involving ‘adult’ stem cells.

Statements of ‘need’ are often no more than statements of desire. It is true that some scientists desire to investigate embryonic stem cells, and it is certainly true that they have orchestrate a public campaign to support their cause.  

But when we say that we ‘need’ to do something, we mean (at least) that the doing of that  thing is required in order to achieve some  purpose.  However it is not obvious that experimentation on embryos is required for any therapeutic purpose: there are alternative sources of knowledge about both human embryos (animal embryos) and alternative sources of knowledge about human stem cells (adult stem cells).  Indeed if the purpose of work on embryonic stem cells is said to be the development of medical therapies, then it seems clear that adult stem cells hold out more promise than do embryonic stem cells.  Of course there is still much to be learnt about before reliable and safe therapies using adult stem cells are developed: but none of this substantiates the claim that we ‘need’ to work with embryonic stem cells.

Current therapeutic successes all involve adult stem cells; ‘surplus embryos’ will certainly not be used to develop therapies in the foreseeable future.  The currently proposed experiments on embryos are all for the sake of theoretical knowledge (e.g. in toxicology).  In the short term, destructive experimentation on human embryos may lead to some new knowledge becoming available more quickly than would be the case if only adult stem cells were used for research.  However, given that any therapeutic benefits directly obtainable from embryonic cells are a long way off (decades, centuries?), there is no reason to think that not allowing experimentation on human embryos will delay the development of therapies in any significant way.

I hope that these points are of some use to you in your deliberations. I should also add that the Deputy Director of our Plunkett Centre for Ethics in Health Care, Dr Gerald Gleeson, would be happy to appear before the Committee to speak to these points, and address any others the Committee may wish to raise, should the Committee so desire 

Yours sincerely

(Sent via email)

MS KERRY STUBBS

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
� Nonetheless Donum Vitae notes that, at fertilization, a life begins which is neither that of the father nor the mother – and so the onus of proof is on anyone who would claim this new human individual is not a human person.


� It is said that a high proportion of these embryos perish during natural reproduction.  However it is not known what proportion of embryos are ‘lost’ because they have some intrinsic defect and so spontaneously abort and what proportion are ‘lost’ because of inadequacies in the maternal environment. But one way or another, there is no reason to assume that we are justified in artificially replicating what occurs naturally by hazard.







