Sex selection gets the green light 

New proposals to relax the rules governing fertility treatment have reignited the debate over the creation of 'designer babies' 
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What has been decided? 
Couples should be able to decide the gender of the embryo being implanted to balance out families, parliament's science and technology committee said in a report. But half of the committee's 11 members rejected the findings as "unbalanced and light on ethics". Critics say sex selection would turn unborn babies into consumer items and pave the way for parents to choose other characteristics such as hair or eye colour. 

Report in the Los Angeles Times, March 26 

What are the key points of the report? 
Parents should be allowed to choose the sex of their baby in order to balance their family. "Saviour siblings" should be allowed. Anonymity should be reinstated for sperm donors. New fertility laws are to be vetted by a joint parliamentary bioethics committee, drawn from both houses of parliament. Abortion laws should be investigated by a new parliamentary committee. 

Paul Waugh and Mark Prigg in the Evening Standard, London, March 24 

What is a "saviour sibling"? 
Raj and Shahana Hashmi want to have a baby by in vitro fertilisation (IVF). Not only do they want the baby to be free of genetic disease, they also want it to be screened so that it will match the tissue of their six-year-old son Zain, who suffers from a rare blood disorder. If Zain does not receive a stem-cell transplant from his "saviour sibling", he'll almost certainly die. Their case is now being considered by the House of Lords. 

Steve Connor in the Independent, March 16 

What is the problem with all of this? 
The select committee's report could pave the way to the kind of eugenics with which Nazi Germany was once experimenting. By encouraging designer babies, the destruction of embryos, sex selection and the neglect of child welfare, the committee is undermining the very sanctity of life. It seems that a form of scientific arrogance has seized those MPs who were in favour of the report... It would have been far better to delay rather than inflict this embarrassing document on the public, which has brought nothing but shame on the committee. 

Geraldine Smith, Labour MP and science and technology select committee member, in the Daily Mail, March 25 

Are there social as well as ethical arguments? 
Unlike in countries such as China and India (where there is a strong cultural preference for boys), relatively few would exercise this option in Britain... [But] this country should be setting an example to others where girls are regarded as second best. Babies should be welcomed into the world because of who they are, not because of their gender or any other attribute. 

From the Herald, Scotland, March 25 

What do supporters of change say? 
We are not talking about creating designer babies... What the report recommends is that parents undergoing IVF treatment should be given the option, after consulting with their doctor, to choose the sex of their child and screen for a few key diseases... People need to remember this is not law, it is simply a set of proposals... but it is clear that a lot of the research they are concerned about will go ahead elsewhere. The real question is whether we should be up there, leading this in a responsible manner, or distancing ourselves and being left behind. 

Professor Robin Lovell-Badge in the Evening Standard, London, March 24 

Will the committee's conclusions be taken seriously? 
The division in the committee seems likely to render its conclusions easily ignored, should the government so wish... [The committee's chairman, Dr Ian Gibson, said] "After the best part of a year, 12 evidence sessions, visits to multiple areas both domestically and abroad and many hours of deliberation, no one can say that this important report has not been thoroughly researched and considered. It sets some challenges for the government when they come to produce their own review, and asks politicians and the public to justify any extra regulation or any legislative prohibitions in arguments of principle with potential harms to be based on evidence rather than myth or prejudice." 

Nigel Hawkes in the Times, March 24 
