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Andrea Shaw interviewing Chris Ewing about FINRRAGE

Reproductive technology is an issue in many countries besides Australia ‑ there are in vitro fertilization clinics all over the world. Australian research is significant though, because the increasingly sophisticated techniques developed here are being marketed all over the world., through companies like Monash University's "IVF Australia Ltd.'  Feminists in many countries oppose this commercialization and the expansion of reproductive technology research because of the threats posed to men's control of their bodies.

Women have voiced their concerns through setting up FINRRAGE. the Feminist International Network of Resistance to Reproductive and Genetic Engineering. The network was established from a workshop at an international feminist conference in The Netherlands in 1984. Some of the aims of the network are, to monitor developments in the areas of reproductive and genetic engineering, such as IVF, embryo pre‑natal diagnosis, sex pre‑determination, and artificial wombs to assess the implications of these and related practices (e.g., surrogate motherhood); the future socio‑economic position and well‑being of women internationally; to expose the harmful effects of reproductive technologies on women internationally; to challenge the lack of information available to women about the technologies; to inform women about feminist resistance; and to continue to develop an international network of women who share a feminist perspective on the new reproductive technologies and genetic engineering.

Since 1984, three FINRRAGE conferences have been held ‑ an  emergency conference in Sweden in July, 1985, in Brussels at the buildings of the European Parliament in March, 1986, and in Spain in October, 1986. Christine Ewing, a member of FINRRAGE and of a Melbourne‑based group, the Women's Reproductive Technology Resource Collective, attended all three FINRRAGE conferences. She said, "FINRRAGE has grown to be a world‑wide opposition to the continued development and abuses of reproductive technologies. There are now links between more than 700 women in 22 countries. The international aspect of resistance is very important, because of the spread of the technologies all around the world. If women from 

different countries link together, the effectivness of our opposition will be strengthened. Unless we do act together., the technologies will be exported elsewhere to avoid local laws. For example, in the Netherlands, IVF practitioners were not allowed to operate in private clinics, so they have attempted to set up shop in Spain."

Women all over the world are acting to fulfill the aims of FINRRAGE. "It seems to be the most radical and well ‑organized in West Germany, perhaps because of the social history of this country, and the dangers and clear connections that German women see between reproductive technology and eugenics. In fact, IVF has been outlawed in one German state. The support and concern of the Green Party has been very important in mounting an opposition. They have made reproductive technology and genetic engineering important issues on their agenda. German women are concerned with the possibilities that IVF opens up for the genetic manipulation of human embryos." A national meeting of women's groups in April, 1985, was attended by over 2000 women, who passed a resolution strongly condemning genetic engineering and reproductive technologies as' a declaration of war against women and nature'. Feminist groups subsequently claimed responsibility for two bombs that were planted outside genetics research laboratories, one at the University of Heidelberg, and the other at University of Koln.

In the United States, over 100 IVF clinics (mostly private) have been established. A survey of these clinics, conducted by Gena Corea, a U. S. activist and writer showed that some of these clinics had a zero success rate, in terms of number of live births. These low success rates in America are undoubtedly one of the incentives for the establishment of IVF Australia Ltd. in America ‑ Australia is perceived as a world leader in in vitro fertilization techniques. Yet even in Australia, up to 90% of women on IVF programmmes will not produce a live baby.

Of more immediate concern is the situation faced by Third World women. Chris Ewing said,"IVF clinics have been set up in countries like India, where women still don't have basic reproductive rights like abortion on demand, and the right to choose which contraceptives they use. In this context the notion of reproductive rights is a paradox. There's social pressure to find the money to have amniocentesis, and we know that female foetuses are aborted in their thousands in India, because of the greater social status of having male babies." The next FINRRAGE conference will be hold in Bangladesh in March, 1988..to highlight the implications of reproductive technologies for Third World women.

Feminist concern about research into and the uses of pre‑natal diagnosis seems well‑based. For example, scientists in Britain have recently developed a DNA probe capable of determining the sex of a 4 to 8 day‑old  pre‑embryo. Chris commented on the implications of this "If it's possible to determine the sex of an embryo before it is implanted into a woman, then embryos of an unwanted sex simply won't be implanted. Techniques like this can potentially be marketed and used all around the world. In fact multinational companies who market these technologies stand to make a lot of money out of experiments on women's bodies."

Pre‑natal diagnosis for the detection of genetic diseases and abnormalities raises questions about what counts in society as a 'normal' or abnormal' baby. As more genetic screening tests and probes are developed, the responsibility for deciding which embryos will be implanted is increasingly in the hands of IVF practitioners. "Some IVF doctors envisage a day when IVF will be the normal mode of conception, and only embryos which have been subjected to a battery of genetic tests and found to be 'normal' would be re ‑implanted. Whether eugenics is the intention or the outcome of the development of pre‑natal diagnostic tests remains a moot point."

These issues have been high on the agenda at FINRRAGE conferences. Feminists are concerned about the eugenic potential of pre‑natal diagnosis and the implications this holds for people with disabilities. 'the needs of differently ‑abled people in our society are not adequately met, and developing more and more tests which allow the detection of 'defective' foetuses and then abortion, effectively reinforces discrimination against people with disabilities. Most disabilities are not genetic in origin ‑ a far greater percentage are due to accidents. And finally, who decides what is normal and what isn't?"

The amount of money spent on reproductive technology research seems incongruous when one considers the small amount of research done into the real causes of infertility and birth defects, and the fact that women's primary health care needs are not being met. For example, research into breast cancer, which is the bigest single cause of death in Australian women, received 15% of the funding that IVF‑related research received from the NH and MRC in 1985. "This does not mean that infertility is not an important issue ‑we all need to recognise the sense of loss and pain that infertile women can experience. In the interests of women as a whole, there should be more research into the real causes and prevention of infertility, not a reliance on 'high‑tech fixes' which are abusive and experimental, and which ultimately will exploit women of the Third World."

