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Introduction 

CRISPR is a gene editing technique which allows for exceptionally precise adjustments to be 

made to genes. It is considered as a technological breakthrough due to the ease & accuracy it has 

in comparison to other gene editing methods. CRISPR is often hailed as a miracle due to the 

relative ease it has in editing genes, however there is a large debate on the ethics of CRISPR and 

the ethics of gene editing as a whole. Ultimately, gene editing is seen as an important 

technological advancement, despite the fact that any further research should consider ethics 

heavily.  
 

Definition of Key Terms 

CRISPR: A gene editing technology which utilizes the enzyme Cas9 to “cut” strands of DNA 

(Vidyasagar) 

 

Genetically Modified (GM): An organism that has had its genetic information altered artificially  

 

Moratorium: Temporary prohibition/ban 

 

Background Information 

Within the scientific community, genetic editing is seen as a major step forward into the future of 

science. For example, due to climate change, genetic editing is seen as a possible way to alter 

crops to be more resistant to temperature changes. Additionally, genetic modification has saved 

lives already. Crops can be genetically modified to produce higher yields, as well as require 

fewer pesticides. In 2009, 10% of the world’s arable land. Genetically modified crops have been 

able to fight famine, by creating crops which have higher concentrations of nutrients. However 

there is pushback to GM, many groups argue that it is not “natural” to modify genes, although 

genetically modified crops already face a higher degree of scrutiny in the regulatory process so 

most experts do not believe that GM crops will harm our ecosystem. (Qaim) 

 

The idea of regulating gene editing is not new. In 1974, the National Academy of Sciences 

placed a moratorium on gene editing until they could evaluate how safe it would be. In 1975, 

2 



over 100 biologists had a conference to discuss and establish base rules and ethics for gene 

editing, one of which being that all genetic work should be transparent to the public. In 1982, 

synthetic insulin was approved as the first genetically engineered drug. In 1996, Monsanto began 

to sell their first genetically modified crops. These crops were specifically resistant to the 

herbicide RoundUp, so they could grow alongside the use of RoundUp, therefore surviving 

without weeds. However this resulted in the first roundup-resistant weeds to form, which may 

cause issues if it were to spread to fields that cannot survive round-up. 

 

Some of the largest breakthroughs have been much more recent. CRISPR was discovered in 

2012, and takes advantage of a bacterial immune system to make precise changes in the DNA of 

a genome. As soon as 2014, the idea to create a “gene drive” was made. A gene drive is a type of 

modification that can “drive” through a species to permanently alter or eradicate them. This 

technology has the potential to combat invasive species and allow disease-carrying insects to die 

out. (Jacobsen) 

 

There are two forms of gene editing in humans, germline, and somatic. Somatic editing only 

impacts a single member of a population, however germline is permanent and can be inherited. 

Germline editing is often seen as the much more ethically questionable option, due to the 

permanence it has in a bloodline. In 2018, a scientist in China edited the genes of two children in 

the attempt to make them immune to HIV. However this only resulted in the children having 

more risks, and the scientist was thereafter sentenced to three years in prison. This scientist was 

disowned by the international science community, due to the care that needs to be taken when 

working with genetics. 

 

The Convention on Human Rights and Biomedicine addresses this issue. It states that “an 

intervention seeking to modify the human genome may only be undertaken for preventive, 

diagnostic, or therapeutic purposes and only if its aim is not to introduce any modification in the 

genome of any descendants”  

 

In practice, this means that any permanent changes are not acceptable. However due to the 

voluntary nature of international law, not all countries have signed on the treaty. Currently only 
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29 countries have signed on, which is suspected to be because many others do not wish to be 

constricted in regards to what they research. 

 

A popular theoretical debate when referring to gene editing is the idea of “designer babies”. This 

is because due to the theoretical high cost of genetically editing, people may possibly be able to 

“design” their child to have specific traits. The general consensus on human gene editing, is that 

any theoretical modifications must not just be made by the scientific community, but by the 

population as a whole. (Soni)  

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

United States: 

The US is a key player in gene editing. Since the start, the US has been the source for a major 

amount of gene-editing research. The US has had numerous breakthroughs in regards to genetic 

editing, and in 1975 hosted the first conference on the ethics of editing genes, and many of the 

ethical principles developed here are still in use today. An example of America’s strength in gene 

technology is the breakthrough of synthetic insulin, which is now used by millions of people 

around the world and avoids millions more animal deaths, due to the original method of sourcing 

insulin requiring animal products. 

 

The US is also one of the first countries to test CRISPR-based treatments ethically. In 2019, a 

new form of blood-based treatment began testing in the aim of treating relapsed cancer. 

 

China 

China is close to the US in regards to CRISPR technology. However China has had a major 

scandal regarding CRISPR, as mentioned earlier, a Chinese scientist genetically modified 

embryos in an attempt to fight HIV. (Cohen and Desai) 

 

China is rapidly expanding their research into CRISPR, they currently release twice as many 

agricultural-related CRISPR papers than the US. A State-Owned company has also bought 

Syngenta, a Swiss-based agricultural company for $43 Billion USD. Syngenta was one of the 

largest agricultural companies in the world, and China is also dealing with an incredibly large 
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population, and having access to more hardy and nutritious crops will help them avoid 

food-issues in the future. (Cohen and Desai) 

 

United Kingdom: 

The United Kingdom has played a large role in the pharmaceutical industry for decades. For 

example, the United Kingdom was the first nation to approve of embryos with edited human 

data. The laws allowing for this to be done have existed since 2008, under the requirement that 

they be discarded within 14 days, and many experts do not believe that this form of 

experimentation is morally wrong. 

 

Relevant UN Resolutions and Reports 

https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/29-08-2019-who-launches-global-registry-on-human-gen

ome-editing  

- A WHO Advisory Committee approves the creation of a global registry with the aim of 

tracking new research on genome editing 

 

https://www.who.int/ethics/topics/human-genome-editing/ethics-explore-options-for-global-gove

rnance.pdf  

- A short document made by the WHO Expert Advisory Committee which outlines the 

opinions of several major countries, as well as a brief summary on how the WHO can 

look at regulating gene editing. This may be a valuable insight to delegates, due to the 

expert opinions present. 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/publication/frontier-technology-quarterly-may-2019/  

- A UN report covering the advantages, disadvantages and risks associated with genetic 

alterations in the agricultural market. 

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 

There have been many past attempts at regulating and controlling the use of CRISPR and other 

gene-editing technologies. For example, in 2015, The National Academy of Sciences, National 
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Academy of Medicine, Chinese Academy of Sciences, and the Royal Society of the UK hosted 

an international summit to discuss the ethics of gene editing.  

(The National Academy of Science). 

 

Moratoriums have been placed internationally on certain types of gene editing. This is meant to 

stop any and all experimentation to ensure that any future testing be done under a proper code of 

ethics. Additionally, the Convention on Human Rights and biomedicine is one of the few proper 

pieces of “legislation” countries’ are subject to, however it is mostly unenforceable. This 

convention bars any form of permanent gene change, however non-permanent changes are 

allowed. (Soni) 

 

Possible Solutions 

Delegates have to consider their country’s stance, moral beliefs before they begin the debate. 

One of the largest issues within a debate is the religious aspect of it. Many countries have 

differing stances due to the religious and cultural norms of that country/area. This means that any 

discourse may be interrupted by cultural morals.  

 

A possible solution may be to require an approval board for genetic modifications. Many 

countries cannot agree on one single moral code in regards to the ethic of genetic modification, 

and the creation of an internationally constructed and overseen board may allow harder decisions 

to be made by more impartial scientists.  

 

A rather simple solution may be to just place a moratorium on all gene editing, however this may 

not end well.  

 

Lastly, another solution may just be to outright ban any permanent genetic alterations in major 

species. This will allow singular nations to focus on their own issues, however it may cause 

controversy due to the harsh “yes and no” nature that follows with a ban. 
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