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HUMAN REPRODUCTIVE TECHNOLOGY AMENDMENT BILL 2007 
Second Reading 

Resumed from an earlier stage of the sitting. 

HON ED DERMER (North Metropolitan) [4.36 pm]:  Earlier, I referred very briefly to my academic past in 
genetics.  I had the good fortune to study genetics in the botany department at the University of Western 
Australia under the late and distinguished scholar, Professor Sid James. 

However, delving into human genetics is quite unfamiliar territory as my studies dealt with flowering plants and 
were concluded almost 25 years ago.  Obviously, technology has come a long way since then.  Although it is an 
unfamiliar field, I have gone to some length to prepare fairly detailed notes, and I have gone over them a number 
of times to ensure that what I say is, to the best of my ability, accurate.  It is very important that members 
understand as clearly as possible the science at the heart of the Human Reproductive Technology Amendment 
Bill. 

On 22 November, I explained somatic cell nuclear transfer, or the cloning technique.  I explained the basic 
nature of stem cells - cells from which other cells can be generated - and I explained the difference between adult 
and embryonic stem cells.  Adult stem cells differ from embryonic stem cells in a number of important ways.  
Adult stem cells can be accessed from various parts of an adult body or from the placenta of a newborn child 
without the need to destroy human embryos or any other form of human life.  Adult stem cells have an 
impressive record of successful use in a range of therapies.  I believe that no peer review reports of the 
application of embryonic stem cells to a successful therapy - either in humans or animals - have been made.   

It is important for members to understand the nature of a peer review report.  When scientists undertake research, 
they write their results in the form of a paper and submit that paper to other scientists for examination.  It is only 
when their scientific peers are satisfied that the study has been undertaken with proper scientific method and 
rigour that the report will be allowed to be published in a peer-reviewed paper.  Whenever I refer to a peer-
reviewed paper, I am referring to the fact that other scientists have examined the research paper and satisfied 
themselves it is a solid academic work before allowing it to be published in a peer-reviewed publication.   

The minister presenting the bill, or another member, may wish to challenge what I say today.  I have said that I 
am not aware of the successful application of any animal or human therapies that use embryonic stem cells.  One 
of the advantages of the gap between my contribution and the minister’s reply is that the minister or other 
members who might wish to challenge what I have to say have all the time in the world to come back with the 
papers to show that I am wrong.  I am quite sure that I am not wrong.  Embryonic stem cells have yet to be used 
in a therapy for a human or an animal.  This stands in great contrast to the situation with adult stem cells, which 
have been used to treat many humans in various ways, and can be derived without the need to kill a human 
embryo or any other form of human life.   

Remembering that the purpose of the bill before the house is to legalise the somatic cell nuclear transfer 
technique in humans, to create embryos to be destroyed for research, it is important to remember that not only 
have no therapies for humans or animals been carried out using embryonic stem cells, but as yet there has been 
only one peer-reviewed paper claiming human cloning.  The only peer-reviewed paper stating that someone had 
successfully used the somatic cell nuclear transfer technique to clone a human embryo was by a notable Korean 
scientist, and that paper was later found to be fraudulent; he had not actually done that.   

A team in the British city of Newcastle has claimed to have successfully cloned a human using the somatic cell 
nuclear transfer technique, but the results have not yet been published in a peer-reviewed paper.  I do not believe 
that that stands as rigorous scientific evidence.  When people have tried to replicate the technique claimed to 
have been used by the Newcastle team, it has not proven successful.  Science is about understanding the universe 
as it is.  If a scientist has conducted a series of experiments, come to a conclusion and published the results, 
given that we are all in the same universe, another scientist should be able to copy the methods described in the 
paper and achieve the same results.  The claim made by the team in Newcastle is not well founded because it has 
not been published in a peer-reviewed publication and other scientists have not been successful in replicating the 
results.  It is open to any member here to table a paper proving that I am wrong, if one can be found claiming 
that the cloning technique has been successfully done with humans.  I do not believe one will be found.  

Embryonic stem cells have not provided any therapies, and the use of cloning to produce embryonic stem cells 
has not succeeded in humans, so what is the point of the bill?  What is the justification for the proposal to 
legalise the use of cloning to create human embryos for the purpose of destroying those embryos to obtain 
embryonic stem cells, when throughout the world the cloning technique has not yet worked for humans and no 
therapy using embryonic stem cells has been developed?  Arguments have been put forward for this proposal.  
Some scientists have argued that embryonic stem cells are essential for research because, being pluripotent - I 
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have explained what that means a number of times now - they can be used to generate every type of cell in the 
human body, which is basically what pluripotent means.  Adult stem cells, being only multipotent, are limited in 
the range of human cell types they can generate.  I know some scientists believe that adult stem cells are also 
pluripotent, but I have not examined those publications, so I will not lay claim to that.  It has also been suggested 
that a greater level of control is possible with adult stem cells.  What is clear about adult stem cells is that their 
capacity and drive to copy themselves into a range of different types of cells in the human body is more 
controlled.  This is why they are generally understood to be multipotent, rather than pluripotent.   

It has been suggested that the greater level of control entailed in multipotency, relative to pluripotency, may 
explain why cells derived from adult stem cells have a therapeutic effect when introduced into the bodies of 
people receiving the therapy, whereas cells derived from embryonic stem cells have only formed tumours when 
introduced into bodies.  That obviously has not happened with humans.  However, in mouse experiments, rather 
than performing a useful function, embryonic stem cells have just formed tumours.  The relative success of adult 
stem cells depends on their capacity to form various kinds of tissue.  An argument for cloning is that research 
would need more embryonic stem cells and lines of embryonic stem cells than would be available from in vitro 
fertilisation surplus embryos that are, following the implementation of legislation passed by the last Parliament, 
available for research purposes.  It is important to understand what a stem cell line is.  A stem cell can be 
replicated over and again and that line of stem cells will have the same DNA in the nucleus.  Currently, a limited 
number of stem cells are available from the IVF program.  If cloning were introduced, it would provide 
additional stem cells for research.  It is a big claim, because until now a human embryo has not been successfully 
cloned.  However, it is argued that cloning is necessary for research.  

Another argument for cloning is that it will assist research into genetic disorders by generating for research a line 
of embryonic stem cells that have the same genetic disorder as the patient providing the somatic cell from which 
the nucleus is used for the cloning process.  This argument has been put and I am endeavouring to give it the 
benefit of the doubt.  I am trying to establish all the reasons used to justify the use of cloning to create embryonic 
stem cells for human embryos, which includes destroying those human embryos.  I want to establish whether 
there are other ways to find cells with the same qualities as embryonic stem cells.  To do that, we need to 
seriously consider what are claimed to be the special advantages that embryonic cells will have as opposed to 
adult stem cells.  One of the proposals is to take the nucleus out of an ordinary cell of somebody who has a 
disorder and put it into the egg and clone an embryo.  The embryo is then killed and the stem cells are taken off 
and tests can be undertaken to examine the genes, because the disorder is in the genes of the newly cloned line of 
stem cells.  This argument has been put forward, but I cannot see any reason from my research why exactly the 
same procedure cannot be followed by using adult stem cells.   

As I said, I am trying to give the absolute benefit of the doubt to those who argue for the use of embryonic stem 
cells in order to establish what it is they want to achieve from the cloned embryonic stem cells.  If an adult cell is 
copied to develop a line of adult stem cells, the same thing can be achieved; that is, a line of cells that can be 
examined.  An adult stem cell can be taken from somebody with a genetic disorder and used to provide a line of 
cells for scientific research.  The only occasion on which I imagine an embryonic stem cell would be required is 
when a person’s condition is so severe that the person has not lived long enough or the parts of the body from 
which the adult stem cells could be taken are so badly damaged that they are unable to produce adult stem cells.   

We really have to go out onto the edge of the bell curve to justify a special quality of embryonic stem cells.  
Another argument for cloning is that for future therapies using embryonic stem cells to generate replacement 
cells to assist the patient, cloning could generate cells that the patient’s body could accept because they would 
have the same genetic code as the patient.  The therapies that are currently used for people using adult stem cells 
are fine, because the adult stem cell can be taken from the person who has the same genetic code.  Scientists 
have pointed out that where they have produced embryonic stem cells for therapeutic purposes in animals - not 
humans - they have been rejected by the animal.  The example that was put to me was a mouse.  The body of the 
mouse rejected embryonic stem cells that were derived from cloning its own somatic cells.  Some scientists 
believe that the actual cloning process damages the DNA.  Not all DNA is inside the nucleus; mitochondrial 
DNA and other DNA are actually in the cytoplasm - the outer part of the cell around the nucleus.  The cloning 
process does not produce anything like a copy, so when the cells are taken from and then reintroduced into the 
mouse, the mouse immunologically rejects those embryonic stem cells.  Adult stem cells have the same 
advantage as is claimed for embryonic stem cells, if they have been taken from the patient.  Stem cells can be 
taken from the back of a patient’s nose and they can be, and have been, generated into cells that when 
reintroduced into the patient have had a therapeutic effect.  Argument, counter-argument, theory and counter-
theory are important components of scientific method and scientific progress.  Also essential to scientific 
progress is the preparedness to objectively assess the evidence the research presents, and preparedness to adjust 
theory and the course of future research according to the evidence that is presented.   
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Motion 
HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [4.50 pm]:  I move - 

That the honourable member’s time be extended for a further nine minutes. 

Hon Ed Dermer:  I would appreciate 15 minutes, if that is possible. 

The PRESIDENT:  The Leader of the House seeks the leave of the house for the Hon Ed Dermer to continue 
his remarks.   

[Leave granted for the member’s time to be extended.] 

Point of Order 

Hon NORMAN MOORE:  I assumed that standing orders require that the house adjourn at five o’clock, 
regardless of any decision in respect of speaking time. 

The PRESIDENT:  With respect to the issue that I understand the Leader of the Opposition has alluded to, at 
5 pm, this debate will stand interrupted.  At that stage, my understanding is that, in accordance with standing 
orders, the Leader of the House has the capacity to move the special adjournment.  I understand that following 
that, he intends to move the adjournment. 

Debate Resumed 

Hon ED DERMER:  Mr President, do I now have nine minutes or 15 minutes? 

The PRESIDENT:  Hon Ed Dermer has up to 15 minutes. 

Hon ED DERMER:  Thank you, Mr President.  I have been interrupted four times already and the need for me 
to reiterate is one reason that it is taking a while.  Also, I have a lot of content - 

Hon Norman Moore:  You can have another four hours next week. 

Hon ED DERMER:  What - all to myself?  Yes.  The Leader of the Opposition can rest assured that I have 
already rehearsed this to myself!  I will not be distracted any further.   

I am trying to work out exactly what possible claims can be made that embryonic stem cells have a scientific 
special quality that adult stem cells cannot have, and it is a real struggle.  In the interests of being fair, I am doing 
my best to explain these possible claims to the house.  I think that if we are to decide whether we should support 
the Human Reproductive Technology Amendment Bill 2007, we, firstly, need to decide whether it is ever 
acceptable to destroy a human embryo - a human life - for the sake of research that might benefit others; and, 
secondly, whether there are alternative sources for embryonic stem cells or embryonic-like stem cells that have 
all the possible special qualities one might want in an embryonic stem cell.  My answer to the first question is 
no; it is never justifiable to kill one human life for the benefit of others.  I am delighted to say that the second 
answer, because not everyone will share my view of the first answer, is that recent research has indicated that 
enormous breakthroughs have occurred in providing cells that, in all probability - in fact, I would say it is highly 
probable, and I am probably being overcautious in saying that - have the qualities of embryonic stem cells but 
were never involved with a human embryo.  These cells would have the same research potential that is being put 
forward as a reason for this bill, which will allow us to clone and destroy human embryos to create embryonic 
stem cells with that claimed special research potential.  They are cells that I believe in all probability are 
extremely likely to, and over time almost certainly will prove to, have the same qualities for research, which can 
be derived without needing to clone anyone.  We certainly will not need to clone humans and create or destroy 
embryos.   

I want to table a number of papers.  I was going to share some of the choice points with the house, but I do not 
think I will have time to do that.  However, I will seek leave to table an article from the ABC news of 
21 November.  It is a very good article; I would recommend it to all members.  It describes the progress that has 
been occurring recently in Japan and America, where the scientists actually take skin cells.  They add genes to 
the skin cells, courtesy of a virus that is also injected into the skin cell, and they can then make the skin cell 
progress backwards, to regress to an embryonic stem cell form.  Therefore, no embryo is created.  There is no 
embryo that would have the potential of any other embryo to create a placenta and hook on to a uterus and then 
grow into a full organism.  I think the work done in America and Japan will in a very short time prove that they 
can achieve embryonic-like cells for research, with all the possible qualities that have ever been claimed for 
embryonic stem cells, without ever creating an embryo and, therefore, without ever destroying an embryo.  As 
one who would probably like to take advantage of some of these therapies and who would, morally, have had a 
difficulty otherwise, I am delighted that the work in Japan and in the United States has taken this enormous step 
towards achieving the development of these embryonic-like stem cells that never involves the creation or 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 6 December 2007] 

 p8292a-8295a 
Hon Ed Dermer; Hon Kim Chance; President; Hon Norman Moore 

 [4] 

destruction of an embryo.  I seek leave to table the ABC news article dated 21 November and entitled 
“Researchers hail stem cell ‘Holy Grail’”.  I also seek to table a peer review paper entitled “Induced Pluripotent 
Stem Cell Lines Derived from Human Somatic Cells”, published by Sciencexpress - that is the American team to 
which I referred - and a Japanese team paper published by Cell entitled “Induction of Pluripotent Stem Cells 
from Adult Human Fibroblasts by Defined Factors”.  I thoroughly recommend this as holiday reading for all 
members.  I think that anyone who is contemplating voting for this bill needs to read those papers first, because 
they will illustrate that this bill is not necessary, that it serves no purpose and that there is no ongoing 
justification for supporting it. 

The PRESIDENT:  Order!  Before Hon Ed Dermer continues with his remarks, he has just sought leave to table 
a number of papers.  While those matters are still fresh in the minds of members of the house, I inquire of the 
house whether leave is granted. 

Leave granted.  [See paper 3608.] 

Hon ED DERMER:  Thank you Mr President.  When members read those papers, they will see that it has not 
yet been established, although I think it is highly probable that it will be, that these new cells generated from skin 
cells will have every quality that might have been attributed to an embryonic human stem cell.  There is more 
work to be done - I am the first to acknowledge that - and it is very important that we do not get carried away 
with hyperbole and make claims that cannot be substantiated by the science.  However, I say to members that 
they should consider how close this American and Japanese research has got to creating cells that have all those 
qualities that it is argued are the reason that humans need to be cloned to create human embryonic stem cells, and 
compare that with how close the cloned human embryonic stem cells are, which have not been created at all.  
One set of research is clearly moving very quickly to provide the cells with all the qualities that it is argued are 
special for human embryonic stem cells for research, and without the need to create or destroy human embryos.  
If we make any sort of balanced judgement, we can see that the new Japanese and American method is far more 
promising and overcomes the ethical problem.  It has not yet been demonstrated that these cells have exactly the 
same qualities, but I believe that they will have.  It is highly probable that they will achieve all the qualities that 
may have been achieved for a cloned human embryonic stem cell.  However, we must remember that no-one has 
yet generated cloned embryonic stem cells and so it is difficult to make a direct comparison.  I am not asking 
members to believe me.  I have said from the outset that I would remain opposed to the destruction of human 
embryos regardless of whether there was another way of creating embryonic stem cells with the same qualities 
that are claimed for these yet to be achieved cloned human embryonic stem cells.  I do not ask members to listen 
to me.  They might have preconceptions about the way I view life and the fact that I would not support the 
destruction of human embryos anyway, which is correct. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 
 


