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China urged to delay 'eugenics' law ... 
London. An international group of leading 
human geneticists has urged the Chinese 
government to delay implementation of its 
controversial 'eugenics' law until genetic leg
islation been discussed within the world's 
genetics community. 

The proposal was made in a statement 
presented at the conclusion of the Ninth 
International Congress of Human Genetics 
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, last month by nine 
members of the congress's executive 

EU aid to Palestinians 
focuses on hardware 
Jerusalem. The European Commission 
has decided to focus its future aid to 
Palestinian universities, agreed following 
the signing of the Oslo peace agreement in 
1993, on laboratory equipment and library 
books, rather than on providing general 
operating expenses. 

According to Matthias Burchard, who 
oversees the distribution of the ECU41.33 
million (US$50.3 million) that the 
commission has provided over the past 
three years to the 8 universities and 20 
colleges in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, 
the reason for the shift in focus is to help 
the universities to provide "better and 
more appropriate" higher education. "It's 
not a good investment to pay running 
costs," he explains. 

The European Commission had agreed 
to help the universities after Arab 
governments, angered by the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization's support for Iraq 
during the Gulf War, cut off aid to the 
Palestinians. The initial three-year 
commitment runs out in December. 

Hanan Mikhail-Ashrawi, the Palestin
ian Authority's Minister of Higher 
Education, says she agrees in principle 
with the commission's plan to shift the 
focus of investment to the universities' 
research infrastructure. But she also 
argues that travel restrictions imposed by 
Israel have made it impossible for the 
universities to operate normally and to 
institute necessary reforms. 

"Our best-laid plans cannot be 
implemented because of the closure," says 
Ashrawi, pointing out that the Palestinian 
higher education system cannot manage 
without continued subsidies of its 
operating budget, and that it already lacks 
sufficient funds to meet commitments up 
to the end of the year. 

According to Burchard, the commission 
decided this year to allocate ECU3. 7 
million explicitly for upgrading labora
tories and libraries, reducing its subsidy of 
the operating budget from ECUlS million 
in the previous two years by the same 
amount. Haim Watzman 
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committee,* following discussion with 
researchers - including several Chinese 
nationals - at the meeting. Their concern 
was focused on China's new law on Mater
nal And Infant Health Care, which took 
effect on 1 June 1995 and is widely seen as 
sanctioning the practice of eugenics. 

Newton E. Morton, professor of human 
genetics at the University of Southampton, 
England, and one of the signatories to the 
statement, says Chinese scientists at the con
gress argued strongly for an international 
response to their government's new law. 

He also points out that both the British 
Clinical Genetics Society and the Human 
Genetics Society of Australasia have made 
public their concern about certain aspects of 
the law, although the American Society of 
Human Genetics has remained silent, on the 
grounds that it is a purely internal matter. 

Morton says he believes that an inter
national effort is essential to help Chinese 
geneticists, who "are in the awkward 
position of either speaking up [against the 
law] or remaining silent". 

The statement, which was presented at 
the final session of the congress and 
received almost unanimous agreement from 
the participants, looks beyond the situation 
in China, urging that the drafting of coercive 
genetic legislation in other countries should 
also be indefinitely delayed pending discus
sion by geneticists. 

The statement cites articles in the 
Chinese law that have generated particular 

concern among geneticists. One states that 
physicians must give medical advice to 
couples who have been diagnosed with 
certain genetic diseases considered to be 
"inappropriate" for child-bearing, and that 
the two may be married only if they agree to 
take "long-term contraceptive measures" or 
to be sterilized. 

After consulting both Chinese and other 
colleagues, the signatories drafted the state
ment in a form that they hope will be most 
likely to lead to productive discussion within 
China. For example, they applaud the provi
sion in the law that forbids identification of 
the sex of a fetus by technical means. 

But the statement also points out that 
"other provisions of the law conflict with the 
counselling principles accepted by most 
human geneticists", and that "genetic 
legislation has a tragic history". 

*The signatories were Bernardo Beiguel
man, Universidade Estadual de Campinas, 
Brazil; Pedro H. Cabello and Eduardo E. 
Castilla, lnstituto Oswaldo Cruz, Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil; Alfred Knudson, Fox Chase 
Cancer Center, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
USA; Henrique Krieger, Universidade de 
Sao Paulo, Brazil; Ei Matsunaga, National 
Institute of Genetics, Mishima, Japan; Mar
gareta Mikkelsen, J. F. Kennedy Institute, 
Glostrup, Denmark; Newton E. Morton, 
University of Southampton, UK; and 
Francisco M. Salzano, Universidade Federal 
do Rio Grande do Sul, Porto Alegre, Brazil. 
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... as British scientists register protest 
London. A ballot of members of Britain's 
Genetical Society, one of the world's old
est genet ics bodies, has delivered a 
majority verdict in favour of withdrawing 
from the International Genetics Federa
tion (IGF), in protest at its decis ion to 
hold its next meeting in China in 1998 
(see above). 

But the relative ly low number of 
returns - 100 members voted out of a 
total of about 1,600, with 60 approving 
and 40 opposing a boycott - makes it 
unlikely that the ballot will have settled 
the issue, as intended. 

Since 1993, when the IGF voted to 
hold its next congress in Beijing, the 
decision has been wide ly criticized by 
some members of its affiliated soci
eties - including the Genetical Society 
- concerned that attendance would 
s ignal an apparent endorsement of 
China 's controvers ial Maternal and 
Infant Health Care Law (see Nature 
372, 123; 1994). 

In response, the IGF requested that 
the congress organizing committee in 

China should schedule a full discussion 
of eugenics. Three months after the law 
was passed in June 1995, the IGF's 
request was met (see Nature 377, 7; 
1995), and a eugenics symposium has 
since been organized by an IGF member. 

But some members of the Genetical 
Society continue to argue that the 
existence of the new legislation repre
sents a serious abuse of human rights 
based on genetic information about 
individuals, and have suggested with
drawing from the IGF in protest. 

The society's committee decided to 
ballot its members on whether they 
agreed to suspend the society's affil ia
tion. The society's news letter containing 
a ballot slip went to its members in July, 
and the results were sent out to 
members last week. 

The society's president, David Sher
ratt of the University of Oxford, said the 
very low response was "disappointing", 
and that further action must await the 
society's next committee meeting in mid
November. 0 
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