[image: image1.png]CHRISTIAN
REFORMED
CHURCH




Recommendations Regarding 

Bill C-13

Assisted Human Reproduction Act

Committee for Contact with the Government

INTRODUCTION:

Bill C-13, formerly C-56, is an important piece of legislation that has the potential to promote ethical reflection and provide needed regulation in the complex area of reproductive technologies.  Life and health are a gift given to all people to enjoy - this legislation can make considerable contribution to the integrity of both.   We commend the members of the Standing Committee on Health for their commitment and hard work in reviewing earlier draft legislation.  Building families demonstrated the committee’s commitment to a careful approach to frequently perplexing issues that valued human dignity and ethical practices regarding assisted human reproduction (AHR).  We encourage you and your colleagues to continue the good work done in the past by working to shape a strong ethical and regulatory framework through your deliberations on Bill C-13. 
The Christian Reformed Church (CRC) is a denomination in the Presbyterian and reformed tradition of Christianity.  In Canada, there are 240 CRC churches with a total of more than 80,000 members.  Since 1968, the Committee for Contact with the Government (CCG) of the CRC has acted from a belief that Biblical principles of grace, compassion and justice must be a part of on-going public dialogue as policies and laws are formulated, amended, adopted and implemented.  The CCG is committed to constructive and supportive engagement with policy makers and offers the following comments on Bill C-13 in that spirit.

1.  PREAMBLE

We have noted that the Preamble recognizes respect for human health, safety, dignity and rights, but includes no similar provision concerning human life.  Similarly, the mandate of the Assisted Human Reproduction Agency of Canada (the Agency) includes no such recognition of respect for human life.  In speaking during the Second Reading debates on Bill C-56 Minister McLellan noted that Canadian society should be wary of AHR practice “that does not respect human life and health.”   This concern for life should be reflected more precisely in Bill C-13.  

Recommendation:

Given that Bill C-13 is directly concerned with the creation of human life, we recommend that clauses 2 and 22 be amended to include the word “life.” 

2. ASSISTED HUMAN REPRODUCTION AGENCY OF CANADA

Clause 26 states that the board of the proposed Agency is to reflect a “range of backgrounds and disciplines relevant to the agency’s objectives.”  We believe that it is important that the wisdom and experience of a range of people impacted by, and concerned about AHR, shape the agency and its operations.  Consequently, the requirement of skills relevant to Agency objectives must  be understood in a wide context that includes both technical and ethical expertise.  Board members selected with these things in mind will collectively fulfill the expressed Health Committee hopes for a Board noted for wisdom, judgment and an ability to comprehend the many dimensions of AHR (Building Families recommendation 27 (b)).  

In the past the Health Committee has suggested that limitations regarding business or financial interest should be included in board membership criteria.  There are strong precedents for such requirements found in the legislation for regulatory agencies such as the CRTC and the National Energy Board.  Inclusion of financial conflict of interest exclusion criteria for Board members in clause 26 will strengthen the non-commercialization intent of clauses 2 (e), 6 and 7 and reinforce the stated ethical intent of the Bill.  This would also address concerns about commodification that were raised by the Health Committee in Building Families (recommendations 12, 27 (c)).  

   Recommendations:

Given the need for broad and unencumbered ethical reflection in the Agency Board we recommend :

· that Clause 26 be amended as follows:  “The membership of the Board of directors must, so far as possible, reflect a range of backgrounds and disciplines relevant to the Agency’s technical and ethical objectives.”

· that a non-financial interest provision and other appropriate conflict of interest guidelines be added to Board membership criteria in clause 26  (2).   

3. PARLIAMENTARY ACCOUNTABILITY 

Federal regulatory agencies such as the proposed Assisted Human Reproduction Agency of Canada are established to serve and protect the interests of the Canadian people.  This is clearly reflected in the stated objectives of the Agency in Clause 22.  A public agency such as this should be accountable to the people it serves through their elected representatives.  This can be accomplished in clauses 24 and 30 by the addition of Parliament to the list of those the Agency is to advise.  Agency accountability can be further facilitated by a mandated annual report to Parliament.   Annual reporting is standard procedure for the majority of federal regulatory bodies including CIHR, NEB, CIFA and the CRTC – so it should indeed be for the Agency.  A mandated annual report will also reflect the wishes of the Health Committee as expressed in Building Families (recommendation 26).
Recommendations:

Given that the Agency is to serve the public interest: 

· Clauses 24 and 30 should include requirements for the Agency to advise Parliament.

· Clause 24 should include a mandated annual report to both Houses of Parliament. 

4.  MINISTERIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Related to the issue of Parliamentary accountability is the matter of Ministerial policy directives to the Agency.  Clause 66 makes provision for Parliament to consider regulations regarding the Agency as proposed by the Governor in Council.  This is a positive opportunity for Parliament to contribute to debates surrounding these technologies.  The good intent of clause 66 can be extended by insertion of a similar requirement of Parliamentary consultation in clause 25 concerning ministerial policy directives.  These policy directives will shape the work of the Agency and, therefore, require the due consideration of Parliament.  An appropriate amendment to clause 25 will give the Agency accountability procedures that are similar to other federal regulatory agencies. 

Recommendations:

Given that Agency policy concerns the public interest:

· Clause 25 (1) should include provisions for Parliamentary consideration of Ministerial policy directives similar to the measures and exceptions discussed in clauses 66 and 67. 

5. EMBRYONIC STEM CELL RESEARCH: 

Finally, we want to discuss the issue of embryonic stem cell research.  

First, we believe all human life is a gift from God deserving of dignity and respect.  We are opposed to the arbitrary destruction of human life at all stages of development from conception to natural death.  In Building Families the Health Committee explained that “There must be a measure of respect and protection for the embryo that is based on its potential for personhood.” (p. 4) We concur in the sense that we understand life to be intertwined with personhood.  Thus, we hope for tangible recognition of dignity and respect for human life in the provisions regarding stem cell research in Bill C-13.

We have noted that there are divisions within Canadian society about the protections due human embryos and about research resulting in the death of human embryos.  Thoughtful and principled people can be found on both sides of the issue.  Within our own church community there are people with differing opinions on the status of human embryos and the legitimacy of embryonic stem cell research.  As a result of its commitment to work through these differences, and maintain a high regard for human life, the governing Synod of the Christian Reformed Church will be reviewing a study committee report in June 2003, which includes a recommendation against embryonic stem cell research.   

Further, we note that great progress is being made in the field of adult stem cell research (ASCR).  The promise of this research is evident in the recent discovery that adult human blood contains stem cells that can differentiate into cells of the liver, gastrointestinal tract, and skin.  These continuing advances in ASCR show promise:  they avoid the ethical dilemmas surrounding embryonic stem cells and; they may be safer given presently known risks of immune rejection associated with stem cell sources of immunologically foreign origin. Given the recent advances in ASCR, and the ethical dilemmas surrounding embryonic research, a compelling argument can be made that research funds should be channelled into ASCR. Again, we believe that our hopes in this regard reflect the will of the Health Committee expressed in Building Families: 

The Committee was struck by testimony that, in the past year, there have been tremendous gains in adult stem (cell) research in humans.   We also heard that, after many years of embryo stem cell research with animal models, the results have not provided the expected advances.  Therefore we want to encourage research funding in the area of adult stem cells. (p. 13)

Recommendations:
Given the significant divisions that exist within our society on the protections due to human embryos and given ongoing advancements in adult stem cell research and applications, we recommend:

· that a prohibition be placed on embryonic stem cell research and that this be reviewed in three years to coincide with the mandatory review of the legislation;

· that concurrently, appropriate federal research funds be directed to research using non-embryonic sources of stem cells.  

For further information contact:  Mike Hogeterp, Research and Communications Coordinator, CCG 

1-800-336-2920 (ext 286),  hogeterm@crcna.ca
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