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HUMAN REPRODUCTIVE TECHNOLOGY AMENDMENT BILL 2007 
Second Reading 

Resumed from 10 April. 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [4.52 pm]: I want to make a few comments about the Human 
Reproductive Technology Amendment Bill 2007. The bill, as members are aware, amends the Human 
Reproductive Technology Act 1991 to maintain consistency with changes to the federal legislation in 2006. The 
federal Parliament voted in 2002 to ban human cloning and allow only embryos that are excess to in-vitro 
fertilisation procedures to be used for stem cell research. The Prohibition of Human Cloning for Reproduction 
and the Regulation of Human Embryo Research Amendment Bill 2006 was a private member’s bill introduced 
by Liberal Party Senator Kay Patterson. The bill passed through the Senate with a narrow majority of 34 to 32. It 
is interesting to note that quite a few senators abstained from the vote, or were not present in the chamber when 
the vote was taken. The commonwealth act gave legislative effect to the recommendations of the Lockhart 
review, which in early 2006 found that the law should be changed to allow therapeutic cloning for stem cell 
research. The commonwealth act developed nationally consistent legislation to regulate human embryo research 
and to ban human cloning. The Minister for Child Protection has informed us during the second reading debate 
that similar legislation to that with which we are dealing has already been passed in Victoria and New South 
Wales.  

I refer briefly to debate on the commonwealth bill in the Senate. A useful article dealing with the passage of the 
bill through the Senate appeared in The Age on 8 November 2006. The article states — 

AUSTRALIAN scientists are set to create cloned embryos for stem cell research after the Senate last 
night passed a bill legalising the controversial practice.  

Defying predictions of a clear majority, the bill scraped through by just 34 votes to 32, with several 
senators absent for the historic conscience vote.  

The narrow win came after substantial amendments were made to Liberal senator Kay Patterson’s bill 
to legalise therapeutic cloning.  

The changes included a ban on the use of animal eggs to create human-animal hybrids and an increase 
in jail terms for illegal practices such as implanting a cloned embryo in a woman.  

The legislation still has to be passed by the House of Representatives to become law, but the margin in 
favour there is expected to be wider.  

Therapeutic cloning advocates last night hailed the victory as a victory for science and hope, while 
opponents warned it was the first step towards a brave new world in which life is created for functional 
purposes and then destroyed.  

Senator Patterson said last night that the vote was a tribute to people with debilitating diseases who had 
fought for the research that could produce treatments, not for them, but for future generations.  

Democrats senator Natasha Stott Despoja, who had earlier proposed her own private member’s bill 
together with Labor senator Ruth Webber, also hailed the vote. “(Therapeutic cloning) provides an 
important tool for our scientists in researching possible cures for some seemingly intractable 
conditions.”  

But Liberal Gary Humphries, who chaired a parliamentary inquiry into the bill, said the Senate had 
accepted the principle that “one human being . . . (could) be used and destroyed for the therapeutic 
benefit of another”.  

The Nationals’ Ron Boswell, whose wife Leita and grandchildren Tom and Sophie watched the vote 
from the gallery, said the Senate had given “sanction to distinguishing between two kinds of embryo — 
one born to live, the other created to die”.  

Senators on both sides of the debate had been unsure of whether the bill would be passed. A definitive 
call on numbers was made difficult by the absence of several senators on leave and the failure of 11 to 
turn up for the first important vote on the bill.  

And some — including Greens leader Bob Brown and Labor’s Nick Sherry — were still undecided 
hours before voting in favour.  

Senator Brown said there was “a huge responsibility to keep a very close watch on what happens with 
stem cell research and make sure it stays within the bounds and spirit of the legislation”.  
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Senator Sherry said he voted in favour “without a great deal of confidence and with a great deal of 
worry”.  

Family First’s Steve Fielding said the narrow win reflected community uncertainty about therapeutic 
cloning and urged the lower house to take note of that and vote against the bill. 

I read the article because it seems to me that the debate in the Senate was a very close and well-argued debate. I 
have read the Hansard of the debate extensively. As we are dealing with state legislation that mirrors the 
legislation that has passed through federal Parliament, I have largely leant on that information to form my own 
opinion. The debate is, of course, not without controversy. My colleague in New South Wales Lee Rhiannon 
made a particular comment about Catholic intervention in this debate. She states in a blog that appears on her 
website — 

Cardinal George Pell was not the only leading Australian Catholic who threatened “consequences” for 
Catholic MPs who voted for stem cell legislation. Perth Archbishop Barry Hickey went further than 
Cardinal Pell. He not only asserted that Catholic politicians supporting stem cell research should be 
excluded from holy communion — he added the threat of excommunication. 

. . .  

In NSW we saw a number of MPs on both sides of the debate strongly disagree with Cardinal Pell’s 
attempts to boost the number of No votes by speaking of “consequences” for any Catholic MP who 
backed the stem cell legislation. 

One’s opinion about this bill depends on one’s views about when life begins. I understand that the vote on this 
bill is a conscience vote. I would like to draw on the arguments made during the debate in the Senate by my 
colleague Senator Kerry Nettle. On 6 November 2006, she stated — 

I do not share the view of many who oppose this legislation that every egg, every sperm and every 
embryo is a human being. I think that everyone who is involved in this debate, as well as the legislation 
and the Lockhart review, recognises that human embryos have special status. Indeed, the whole basis 
behind this legislation is that it sets up a special regulatory regime which has a ban on using egg-sperm 
embryos for research. It has limits on how long research on embryos can proceed for. It has got bans on 
the implantation of research embryos into women and it has a continued prohibition on therapeutic 
cloning. All of those are measures that recognise that human embryos have a form of special status.  

Central to the view of people who support the legislation is that embryonic stem cell research has the potential to 
offer possibilities for treatment of diseases that are currently incurable. The need to provide the best outcome for 
the sick and the vulnerable and the wishes of individuals — 
Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 2337.] 
 


