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SUBMISSION

Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee

Research Involving Human Embryos Bill

Refutation of Senator Heffernan’s notion that embryo research can proceed undetected in an Australian IVF laboratory

Hansard proof of August 29, 2002, records a question by Senator Heffernan directed to Professor Pettigrew, and referring to the accountability IVF clinics have to the NHMRC in relation to embryo research:

How do you supervise that?  How do you know when someone sneaks back and does a bit on the side?

And shortly afterwards:

At the present time, if I were to sneak back into the lab at night somewhere, I could get away with it and you would never know.

Professor Pettigrew and Dr Morris felt unable to give the Committee the guarantee Senator Heffernan was looking for because NHMRC does not directly inspect IVF laboratories.

The inference might thus be drawn by senators and others that Senator Heffernan’s proposal is plausible.

As the director of the only IVF clinic in Australia at which embryo research is carried out I am compelled to refute Senator Heffernan’s implicit notion (that unauthorized embryo research can occur in Australia) on the bases that

· there is a complete documentation trail of every egg retrieved, its fertilization and development, and its location or fate

· this documentation requires several embryologists to complete, so it is out of the question that a rogue embryologist could conduct any manipulation of an egg or embryo without others knowing

· the documentation is subject to random audit by the Reproductive Accreditation Committee of the Fertility Society of Australia, which is responsible for clinics’ adherence to NHMRC Guidelines

· the documentation is also available for direct scrutiny by the institution’s independent Human Research Ethics Committee, which is also responsible for the clinic’s adherence to NHMRC Guidelines, and which annually reports directly to the Australian Health Ethics Committee

· Sydney IVF has a zero-tolerance policy for concealment of error, whether administrative, laboratory or clinical

· Sydney IVF has ISO 9000 accreditation and any discrepancy or error in documentation or procedure is subject to monthly review by our Best Practice Committee, the detailed minutes of which are inspected by both the independent HREC and the Sydney IVF Board

· with my years in national positions in IVF clinical and laboratory practice in Australia, I have no reason to believe that the situation is materially different in any other IVF laboratory in Australia

I therefore

1. categorically assure the Committee that no unauthorized embryo research has occurred or can occur at Sydney IVF (which, to be realistic, is the only clinic in Australia able to conduct meaningful embryo research of the kind that is to be licensed under the legislation and about which Senator Heffernan has expressed concern)

2. invite Senators to visit Sydney IVF’s laboratory in Sydney’s CBD, to inspect documentation for embryos, to meet laboratory personnel, and to meet members of its Human Research Ethics Committee.

Please let me know if there is any way I may assist the Committee.
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