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Interchurch Bioethics Council Challenges Sex Selection 
 
 ‘We don’t mind whether we have a boy or a girl as long as it is healthy’. Or do we? 
Advances in biotechnology  continually offer us new choices. Is it right to be able to 
choose the sex of the child we add to our growing family? The Interchurch  Bioethics 
Council (ICBC) says ‘No’, and challenges recent advice given to government that 
‘there is insufficient cultural, ethical and spiritual reasons to prohibit the use of PGD 
for sex selection for social reasons such as ‘family balancing’’.  
 
All parents want their child to be healthy, and pre-birth tests include range from 
ultrasound examinations that check foetal development to sophisticated processes 
such as amniocentesis, a diagnostic test which can indicate whether an unborn baby 
has an abnormality such as Downs syndrome. Parents may then have the difficult and 
stressful decision of whether to undergo a pregnancy termination if pre-natal testing 
late in pregnancy reveals a serious defect in the foetus. 
 
One rapidly developing form of pre-birth testing associated with the use of in vitro 
fertilisation (IVF) is preimplantation genetic diagnosis (PGD). In IVF embryos are 
developed outside the mother’s body. In PGD, these embryos are tested for specific 
genetic or chromosomal defects. Single gene disorders for which PGD has been used 
include cystic fibrosis, spinal muscular dystrophy and Huntingdon’s disease. Healthy 
embryos can be selected for use and affected embryos are discarded. For most people, 
while the decision to select healthy embryos means that affected embryos are 
discarded, this is a more acceptable decision than to undergo a termination of 
pregnancy if pre-natal testing reveals a major defect in the foetus.PGD is also able to 
detect the sex of an embryo. The Interchurch Bioethics Council believes that sex 
selection for social reasons raises ethical, cultural and spiritual issues. 
 
 In both NECAHR (National Ethics Committee on Assisted Human Reproduction) 
2004 Guidelines and under the HART (Human Assisted Reproductive Technology) 
Act 2004 , selecting an embryo for implantation into a human being on the basis of 
sex is prohibited unless it is done for medical reasons e.g. to select against a sex-
linked  genetic disorder such as haemophilia. The reasons given by NECAHR include 
that  when it is used to select the sex of the first child it often shows a bias against 
females, especially in particular countries. The guidelines also say that sex selection is 
seen as a demeaning reason for creating and discarding human embryos in that it 
challenged the special status frequently bestowed upon them in view of the potential 
they represent. NECHAR has now been replaced by ACART (Advisory Committee 
on Assisted Reproductive Technology) and new guidelines are being developed.. 
 
Toi te Taiao:the Bioethics Council has an advisory role to the Minister for the 
Environment, and was set up following the Royal Commission on Genetic 
Modification (GM) in New Zealand, in response to one of the recommendations of the 
Commission. The Council is charged with looking at the cultural, ethical and spiritual 
aspects of  biotechnology on New Zealand. The Bioethics Council carried out public 
consultations on Pre-birth Testing during the early part of 2008, and in June presented 
to the Associate Minister for the Environment a report titled ‘Who Gets Born?: A 
report on the cultural, ethical and spiritual aspects of pre-birth testing’. This report 
makes the recommendation that there is ‘there is insufficient cultural, ethical and 
spiritual reasons to prohibit the use of PGD for sex selection for social reasons such as 
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‘family balancing’’. The ICBC challenges this recommendation for the following 
reasons: 
For cultural reasons: Using pre-birth testing to select embryos is seen as culturally 
and socially undesirable by many people in New Zealand, particularly by Maori. . 
However, the benefits of embryo selection for medical reasons are accepted as 
outweighing the concerns. On the other hand, sex selection of embryos to achieve the 
personal wishes of the parents to have a girl or a boy child is not seen as similarly 
beneficial for the child.  
 
We are concerned that it perpetuates a stereotype that the value of a child depends on 
its gender, and that some children may be seen as 'chosen' compared to others. 
We support the comments of Professor Donald Evans, Bioethics Research Centre, 
Dunedin, that New Zealand has made great strides towards gender equality and a just 
society, and we believe that these gains are potentially threatened by the concept of 
sex selection for social reasons. To value a child for its gender is a step toward the 
commodification of that child. 
 
The concept that the use of PGD for sex selection is acceptable is put forward as a 
way for family balancing’. However it would not be realistic to allow such sex 
selection in families which have some children of a particular sex, and not to allow it 
for first children, so the whole concept would be open to the selection of one gender 
simply because it is seen as of more value. While this may seem unlikely in the 
current New Zealand society, we have an increasingly multicultural society and 
different ideas of the value of either sex could become more prevalent. 
 
Regarding ethical considerations, the use of resources must be considered in terms 
of justice and equality. While the Report states that gender selection should be carried 
out at the parents' expense, there are limited resources in the health budget, and 
regardless of  who pays for the procedure, the use of resources for unnecessary 
procedures reduces the availability of skilled clinicians, genetic counsellors and other 
health professionals. The only way in which embryos can be produced for pre-birth 
testing is for women to undergo IVF. Allowing sex selection for social reasons could 
increase the numbers of women who would undergo IVF, with the attendant risks and 
costs, and result in unnecessary medicalisation of conception and pregnancy. 
 
Regarding spiritual concepts,  cultural and ethical issues are inevitably linked to 
spiritual beliefs. The Christian faith believes that a child is a gift from God, whether 
by natural means or through IVF. Any attempt to select one characteristic over 
another for non-medical reasons, be it sex, eye colour, intelligence or other trait, 
negates this spiritual understanding. 
 
Recommendation from the ICBC: 
We recommend that the churches whom we represent write to the Associate Minister 
for the Environment to challenge the recommendation that sex selection for social 
reasons be permitted as an established procedure in New Zealand. 
 
The Interchurch Bioethics Council was set up in 2000 by the Presbyterian, Anglican 
and Methodist churches, and responds to ethical, cultural and spiritual issues raised by 
biotechnology.  Contact: Chairperson, Dr Audrey Jarvis, jarvis.ab@xtra.co.nz. Phone 
(060 357 3089/021 406 265. 
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