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Gamete Donation Contextualised Scenario

John Bryant

Learning Outcomes 

To demonstrate an awareness of the ethical issues associated with specific cases in gamete donation, embryo 
selection for stem cell donation, gene patenting and use of natural resources.

Assessment of Learning Outcomes

There is no formal assessment but each group (see below) must report back on their conclusions and the reasons 
they reached them.

Teaching Structure/Format

These cases are used as 'discussion starters' either at the beginning of a course or at the start of a training session. 
Each case is studied by a small group and about 15 minutes is allowed for their discussion. The groups must reach a 
decision and provide supporting argument(s) for their decision. These scenarios have been used with undergraduate 
level bioscience students and also in two academic staff workshops. Case study 3 has also been explored through 
the use of drama. For further details see the presentation by John Somers of the University of Exeter 
http://bio.ltsn.ac.uk/events/
reports/stirling2003ethic.htm#drama

The Scenario

Case Study One

Donated gametes - sperm and ova - are used in fertility treatments for patients who are unable to produce 
their own.

It is much easier, for obvious reasons, to donate sperm than ova.

Donated ova are therefore very scarce

During foetal development, females lay down a life-time's supply of oocytes

It has therefore been suggested that aborted female foetuses may be used to supply oocytes/ova for women 
who cannot produce their own. Recent research from Israel and from the Netherlands has, it is claimed, 
demonstrated the feasibility of this.
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Do you approve or disapprove of this idea? What are your reasons?

Note: this problem formed the basis of an Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA) public consultation 
a few years ago.

Case Study Two

A small less-developed country in South America is deep in debt

Its main resource is its rain forest

In order to raise revenue, the government has granted a licence to a Japanese logging company to clear 
25% of the forest

The land that has so far been cleared is used for cattle ranching, mainly to raise beef for the US market

The government has also granted a licence to a trans-national biotechnology company to exploit the forest's 
gene pool.

In addition to the income from the licence, the company has agreed to pay royalties on income generated 
from discoveries based on the rain forest gene pool.

What are the ethical issues involved in dealing with this situation?

Case Study Three

On several occasions recently, normally fertile couples have sought permission to undergo IVF in order to 
produce a baby that can be a tissue donor for an older sibling.

In two cases, the older sibling suffers from a genetic disorder, and the embryos created in vitro were / would 
be tested for the absence of the mutation and for a positive tissue match to the older sibling

In another case, the condition suffered by the older sibling is not 'genetic' but the child still needs donated 
stem cells. In this case the in vitro embryo would be selected solely as a tissue match.

Are the two types of case similar or different ethically? Give reasons for your answer.

Case Study Four

A small biotechnology company in Mexico has discovered a gene which encodes a protein in the network of 
resistance to oxidative stress. 

Laboratory experiments have shown that when transferred to crop species, the crop plants show an 
enhanced capacity to grow and produce yield under conditions where water supply is limiting.

The company has not published its data because it is filing a patent on the gene.

If the patent is granted, the company plans to license it out to a major trans-national agri-chemical company.

Should the patent be granted? Give your reasons.

Other relevant materials

Case Study One

Baggott la Velle, L. (2002) "Starting Human Life: the New Reproductive Technologies", in Bioethics for 
Scientists
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, Bryant, J., Baggott la Velle, L., and Searle, J. (eds.) John Wiley & Sons, Chichester pp. 201-231, especially 
pp. 214-216.

Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA) (1994), Report on Donated Ovarian Tissue in 
Embryo Research and Assisted Conception

Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA) http://www.hfea.gov.uk/

Case Study Two

Hughes, S. (2002), "The Patenting of Genes for Agricultural Biotechnology", in Bioethics for Scientists, 
Bryant, J., Baggott la Velle, L., and Searle, J. (eds.) John Wiley & Sons, Chichester pp. 153-170.

Southgate, C. (2002), "The Use of the Rainforest as a Test Case in Environmental Ethics", in Bioethics for 
Scientists, Bryant, J., Baggott la Velle, L., and Searle, J. (eds.) John Wiley & Sons, Chichester pp. 57-72.

Case Study Three

Public Health Genetics Unit (2003). Appeal Court decides to allow Hashmi family to use PGD with tissue 
typing.

http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/en/genome/
geneticsandsociety/hg15n006.html

Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA) http://www.hfea.gov.uk

Case Study Four

Bharathan, G., Chandrashekaran, S., May, T. and Bryant, J. (2002), "Crop Biotechnology and Developing 
Countries", in Bioethics for Scientists, Bryant, J., Baggott la Velle, L., and Searle, J. (eds.) John Wiley & 
Sons, Chichester pp. 170-198.

Hughes, S. (2002), "The Patenting of Genes for Agricultural Biotechnology", in Bioethics for Scientists, 
Bryant, J., Baggott la Velle, L., and Searle, J. (eds.) John Wiley & Sons, Chichester pp. 153-170.

Nuffield Council on Bioethics (2003). The use of genetically modified crops in developing countries- a follow-
up Discussion Paper. http://www.nuffieldbioethics.org/filelibrary/
pdf/gm_crops_paper_final.pdf

Moral Context/Underlying Ethical Issues: 
Various, including human rights and autonomy, the 'yuk' factor, the ethical status of the natural world 
(including the patentability or otherwise of genes), human use of natural resources. 
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