Churches want unclaimed embryos destroyed
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THIS country's two largest churches have backed the destruction of
unclaimed frozen human embryos, despite concerns about the morality of the disposal program.

Opinion is divided among theologians about reproductive technology, but both the Anglican
and Catholic churches now support moves to discard embryos whose donors cannot be traced.

The spokesman for the Anglican Church responsibilities committee in Melbourne, the Reverend Alan
Nichols, said yesterday the church supported in-vitro fertilisation programs and the creation of
spare embryos, because it was "God's will" for couples to have children.

But he said the church did not believe embryos should become the property of the State or clinics
when they were "no longer needed". "The embryos are not the property of the clinics and should
not become bargaining chips for other people," Mr Nichols said.

"Nor are they life already formed, which has an absolute right to life. Most frozen embryos on
unfreezing do not survive anyway."

The healthcare spokesman for the Catholic Church in Melbourne, Father Anthony Fisher, said it was
immoral and impractical to leave embryos "in limbo". "l understand and sympathise with people who
say this looks like disrespect for human life, but the reality is you have the choice of leaving them

forever in the freezer which is a great disrespect for their dignity," he said.

"Or you can take them out and give them what appropriate signs of human and religious respect you
can."

He said parallels could be drawn with people "nearing the end of their lives", as the church did not
believe artificial means should be employed to keep them alive indefinitely.

"The time comes when you realise there is really nothing more you can do," he said.

The health ethics debate resurfaced in Victoria as a government-imposed deadline for the
destruction of embryos drew closer.

Under the State's Infertility Treatment Act, which came into effect on January 1, about
6000 frozen human embryos in storage for more than five years have been earmarked for
destruction.

But prospective parents have until March 31 to apply for an exemption.

Victoria is the third State after Western Australia and South Australia -to legislate for the forced
destruction of embryos stored for more than a set period.

Describing the churches' stance as "sensible and progressive", Melbourne IVF Clinic chairman Dr



John McBain said yesterday many embryos had been discarded in Victoria since the legislation took
effect.

Those embryos belonged to donors who gave permission for their destruction, but authorities are
searching for about 110 couples to decide the fate of many remaining embryos in long-term storage.

"People have moved addresses and have even forgotten that embryos are in storage," Dr McBain
said.

"But we are still phoning and writing and have two people working full time searching the electoral
rolls to see if we can find them before March 31."
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