
 
Churches separate medical and social pre-birth testing 

  
The Bioethics Council’s Report on Pre-birth Testing has provoked  
significant comment following its release on June 19th.  Included in the 
eleven recommendations to Government, the Bioethics Council determines 
that there are insufficient ethical, spiritual, or cultural reasons to prohibit sex 
selection of embryos for social, as opposed to medical, reasons.  The 
Interchurch Bioethics Council supports the availability of pre-birth selection 
in cases of need, and according to the parents' wish. However, we do not 
support sex selection for non-medical, social reasons. 
 
Using biotechnology to select embryos is seen as culturally and 
socially undesirable by many people in New Zealand. However, the benefits 
of embryo selection for medical reasons are accepted as outweighing the 
concerns. Sex selection to achieve the personal wishes of the parents is not 
seen as similarly beneficial for the child. The Interchurch Bioethics Council 
does not believe that sex selection for social reasons is justifiable. We are 
concerned that it perpetuates a stereotype that the value of a 
child depends on its gender.  We support the comments of Professor Donald 
Evans, 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 use of resources must also be considered. 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 Report recommends that the decision to have pre-birth testing, and what 
to do in the light of the results, should be made by the parents. There is also 
a clear statement that the parents of all children with disabling 
conditions should receive public support, whether or not they decide to go 
ahead with a pregnancy after a disabling condition has been diagnosed. 
However, pre-birth testing of embryos has caused some concern in the 
disabled community.  While there are some who have seen the suffering 
caused by disability in their children, and who would therefore want to take 
measures to ensure that future children do not similarly suffer, others have 
voiced fears that screening embryos for disability further stigmatises those 
disabled who are already living. In either case the value and contributions of 



all persons, with or without disabilities, needs to be clearly affirmed within 
our communities. 
 


