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R&D: Improving well-being without 

compromising social values 

IN the modern age of biotechnology and genetics, there are many 

new ethical issues that did not even exist just a century ago. Among 

the common themes in bioethics discussions are genetic screening, 

baby gender selection, cloning, and stem cell research.  

 For most, these subjects are too far-fetched to be of immediate concern. On an individual level, 

however, even a simple question like ‘What food should I eat today?’ can lead to ethical 

concerns such as, ‘How is the food grown?’ and, ‘How did it get to my plate?’ 

According to Professor Dr Rofina Yasmin Othman of the Biotechnology Division of MOSTI, the 

issue of bioethics rests on the ethical use of new technology in life sciences. In 2006, Malaysia 

became one of the earliest signatories to UNESCO’s Universal Declaration on Bioethics and 

Human Rights that recognises the interrelation between ethics and human rights in the fields 

related to medicine, life sciences and associated technologies as applied to humans, taking into 

account their social, legal and environmental scopes. 

The declaration underlines the commitment of the signatories to bioethical principles, which 

includes the obligation to the formation of a recognised bioethical body. In 2010, the Malaysian 

government agreed to the establishment of the National Bioethics Council of Malaysia. 

Despite already having the Medical Review & Ethics Committee (MREC) under the Ministry of 

Health and National Biosafety Board under the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment, 

there was no overall structure that can unify all the other issues of bioethical concerns in the past 

until the launch of the National Bioethics Council in May. The council’s role is to discuss and 

resolve bioethical issues based on standards set by the declaration while taking into consideration 

local customs. 

In his speech during the launch, Datuk Seri Dr Maximus Johnity Ongkili, the Minister of 

Science, Technology and Innovation says that he believes that with the formation of the Council, 

Malaysia can now play a more significant role in the bioethics arena. 

“I hope that the council ensures the developments in research and technology improves the well-

being of the society without causing detrimental effects to the social values, culture and 

environment,” he adds. 

Professor Rofina, who has been teaching and practising biotechnology for more than two 

decades, is currently seconded to the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation as the 



under secretary of the National Biotechnology Division that administer the National Bioethics 

Council of Malaysia. 

The council is made up of not just industry experts across various fields such as genetics, social 

sciences and medicine, but also policy makers, relevant government agencies that deal with 

scientific ethical issues such as the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment and Ministry 

of Agriculture, as well as the non-governmental organisations such as the Bar Council and the 

Malaysian Interfaith Council. 

“Ethics is guided by culture and religion and in a country like Malaysia it is very important to 

apply holistic bioethics principles because of the number of cultures and religions practised in 

the country,” explains Professor Rofina. 

The whole idea of bioethics came about in the late 20th century when scientists themselves 

realised that they need to look at how scientific knowledge is applied. Science is driven by 

human curiosity but scientists can step over the limits of bioethics in scientific research and 

practices. 

According to Professor Rofina, the industry has progressed really fast especially since DNA and 

cloning techniques were discovered. “We now have very powerful tools that can be used to help 

mankind, but with this power comes responsibility,” she says. 

Without a council to oversee the bioethical practices in the country, unscrupulous individuals can 

make use of scientific tools for trait selection, cloning of the human form, and even creation of 

life-forms that may be dangerous to the society and environment. 

The council is now tasked to firstly, gather information to build a database that can educate the 

scientific community and the public about bioethics and what their rights are. To illustrate the 

lack of knowledge in this area, Professor Rofina explains that it is unethical to test for an illness 

without counselling the person on its results. 

However, it is common practice because not many people are aware of this. Even before testing, 

ethically one should be told of its consequences and be given the option to not proceed with the 

test.  In fact, in the west where bioethical awareness is stronger, a lot of people will opt to not 

proceed with an examination if they know that there is no available treatment for the conditions 

they were going to be tested for. 

The use of animals in science is another one of the early issues that the council is looking into 

because the country does not have enough regulations to guide the scientific community on the 

scope of animal testing that is acceptable. 

The local industry has been pressing for regulation and Professor Rofina believes that Malaysia 

has to make its own stand on the issue based on the local needs and norms. 



“We want to promote the development of science and medicine, and in some cases there may be 

a need for animal testing, but we need to know what is ethically acceptable. The regulators also 

need to know the reasons to justify these guidelines,” says Professor Rofina. 

In the past, bioethical issues were addressed in an ad hoc manner but this method is no longer 

relevant. Professor Rofina recalls a case in 2006, where the government had to react to sex 

selection of babies that was offered by some privately run facilities in the country. 

“We had to quickly form a committee because there was no immediate reference point. A 

decision like that is not a medical decision because the procedure is perfectly safe from a medical 

stand, but ethically there were a lot of questions that needed a response from a reliable source.” 

With the formation of the council, the scientific industry and members of the public now have a 

place to go to if there is a need for a bioethical concern to be addressed. 

Although only recently launched, Professor Rofina expresses her hope that the National 

Bioethics Council will one day be the definitive body to guide policies and regulations with 

regards to bioethical issues in the country. “Science matters for our country’s progress, so it is 

very important to do it right,” she concludes. 


