
Regulating Gene-editing in the UK

Gene-editing may allow us to edit our children’s DNA
to prevent disease or make ‘enhancements’

Should we be doing this?  If not, why not? If so, how do we regulate it?

The Science
CRISPR/Cas9 allows scientists to target specific 
locations in an embryo’s DNA, make an ‘edit’ and 
either delete or insert specific genetic traits.
Combined with IVF, the technique could be used to 
create babies with specific traits or characteristics.
The technology for scientists is straight forward and 
inexpensive; it is therefore attractive to scientists 
wishing to push the boundaries of genetic research 
and treatment of disease and the understanding of the 
human genome.  

Therapeutic Use
CRISPR/Cas9 could be used to prevent serious 
genetic diseases such as Huntingdon’s and sickle cell 
anaemia, or any disease known to be caused by a 
single gene mutation.

The therapy may offer some couples their only chance 
to have a healthy child which is genetically their own.  

Is this important?  
Do we have a right to have our own genetic 
children, and for them to be as healthy as we can 
make them? 

Enhancement
It may also be possible to use CRISPR/Cas9 to delete 
or create other traits where there is no medical need.  
Theoretically, traits such as eye colour, athletic ability 
and intelligence could be ‘engineered’.

The line between therapy and enhancement is not 
clear.  

When does therapy become enhancement?

Ethical Objections
There are a number of ethical objections:
• Eugenics and the creation of a ‘superior’ class of 

enhanced individuals who would dominate society 
and create a gap between the enhanced and non-
enhanced

• Increase of discrimination towards those with 
diseases, disability or medical conditions

• Pollution of the gene pool which could not be 
reversed

• Genotoxic side effects caused by off-target 
mutations such as cancers and disease.

• A “slippery slope” towards eugenics if the 
technology is permitted

Regulatory Obstacles
• Any framework of Regulation would require 

international co-operation to prevent “genetic 
tourism”

• Effective licensing, inspection and enforcement 
mechanisms are needed

Brown	hair?

Green	eyes?

Olympic	swimmer?

Super	intelligence?
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