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UNESCO and bioethics

Since the 1970s, the rapid development of the life sci-
ences, with its unprecedented possibilities to interfere
with basic aspects of human life, has triggered the ne-
cessity to confront bioethical questions worldwide.

While ethics is a fundamental component of
medicine and has been well integrated since ancient
times, the atrocities committed by Nazi medicine
have required a novel approach, which has ultimately
resulted in the framework of modern bioethical stan-
dards.

For bioethics, a broad definition is mandatory:
one has to include health sciences, natural sciences,
and social and human sciences. Although the ad-
vances in medicine have given hope for mastering
many deadly diseases and increase the quality of life
of human beings, the possibilities of life sciences
to interfere—especially at the beginning and end of
life—have raised concern about the social, cultural,
legal and ethical implications.

Thus, the interdisciplinary field of bioethics has
been developed to foster such debates and raise
awareness in the scientific community, but also to
reflect on the issues of new technologies in an ethical
discourse within the lay population.
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When the International Bioethics Committee (IBC)
of the United Nations Educational and Scientific Or-
ganisation (UNESCO) was established in 1993, UN-
ESCO was the international pioneer, naming bioethics
as one of the five priorities of its topics. This commit-
tee is composed of 36 scientists from different coun-
tries and disciplines, appointed by the Director Gen-
eral to advise him or her as independent experts [1].

At the same time on a national level, only France
had established a National Bioethics Commission,
the “Conseil Consultatif National d’Éthique”, with the
foresight of President Mitterrand. The reason was to
discuss the progress in the life sciences: in that year
the first child conceived through in vitro fertiliza-
tion had been born in France and thus raised many
questions in society [2].

To consider it in its entirety, one has to look at it
from a historical perspective: the Constitution of UN-
ESCO was adopted in November 1945 and affirms that
“the purpose of the organisation is to contribute to
peace and security by promoting collaboration among
the nations through education, science and culture in
order to further universal respect for justice, for the
rule of law and for the human rights and fundamen-
tal freedoms”.

One year later, UNESCO’s first Director General Ju-
lian Huxley emphasised the importance and neces-
sity to relate the application of science to a scale of
values in order to contribute to “peace, security and
human welfare”: thus, since its beginnings, UNESCO
has been the only specialised agency within the UN
system with a mandate in the sciences and has been
concerned with moral issues [3].

UNESCO’s goal was ambitious, namely to develop
and implement international normative standards,
and the organisation is perfectly suited to do so. The
United Nations Organisation (UNO) is the only plat-
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Fig. 1 From left to right: Prof.
WolfgangSchütz, Rector
emeritus; Prof. MarkusMüller,
Rector; ChristianeDruml,
UNESCOChair onBioethics
at theMedicalUniversity of
Vienna; Prof. ManfredNowak,
VicePresident of theAustrian
Commission forUNESCO;
MichaelMakanga, Exec-
utiveDirector of EDCTP;
Prof. Peter Kremsner,Univer-
sitätsklinikumTübingenand
CERMEL;NadaAl-Nashif,
AssistantDirectorGeneral
UNESCO. (Credits: Hinter-
ramskogler/MedUniWien)

form connecting all nations of the world to explore
and discuss values and principles they share. UN-
ESCO is the only agency within the United Nations
to have national bodies—the National Commissions
for UNESCO—in each country. They are important
as they serve as a national liaison body under the
UNESCO Constitution to implement its program.

As it happens, UNESCO has published many
ground-breaking documents in the field of bioethics
[4]. In comparison to the work of the Council of
Europe and other regional institutions like the Euro-
pean Group on Ethics (EGE), advising the President of
the European Commission and the various National
Bioethics Commissions, UNESCO has the only true
perspective to do so on a global scale. Additionally,
UNESCO lives the interdisciplinary nature of this
quite new and academic field of bioethics in a perfect
way.

In the year 2004, UNESCO’s Ethics Education Pro-
gram was launched with the goal of reinforcing and
increasing the capacities of UNESCO’s member states
in the area of ethics education. One aspect is the cre-
ation of chairs in the field of bioethics.

Today—among the roughly 700 chairs worldwide
for various topics—there are only five chairs in Aus-
tria at different universities. The Medical University
of Vienna is proud to have inaugurated one of these
at the beginning of 2016, to assist UNESCO in the im-
plementation of the Ethics Program.

Austria and bioethics

There are two milestones with regard to the evolution
of bioethics in Austria:

In the year 1993, the University of Vienna estab-
lished a “Senate Institute for Ethics in Medicine”, its
first head was Günter Virt, a professor for moral the-
ology of the University of Vienna. Medicine was still
a faculty of the University of Vienna then—it was one
of the founding faculties in 1365 and it was only 2004
that medicine became a separate university like the
other medical faculties of Austria’s three public uni-
versities.

Since then, the “Institute for Ethics and Law
in Medicine” has been an interdisciplinary plat-
form—carried by the faculties for Catholic and protes-
tant theology, and the faculty of law. Although now
a separate unity, the Medical University is still coop-
erating with the platform [5]. One result of this co-
operation is the establishment of a certificate course
“Ethical and Legal Aspects of Clinical Research”, which
is directed in particular at members of ethics com-
mittees in German-speaking countries.

The Austrian Bioethics Commission

The other milestone was the creation of the “Austrian
Bioethics Commission” in the year 2001—the same
year as Germany and Switzerland established their
own national bioethics bodies [6]. It is to be noted
that bioethics bodies have been created by govern-
ments or parliaments as advisory bodies; a movement
which preceded the academic development. The na-
tional advisory bodies in bioethics are united in a net-
work in Europe (“NEC Forum”), meeting regularly un-
der each presidency. One of the goals of bioethics
is dedicated to international exchange of information
and discussion, creating an international community
of scholars.
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The first Chair of the Austrian Bioethics Commis-
sion was Johannes Huber, professor for gynaecology
and obstetrics of the Medical University of Vienna,
who is also a doctor of theology [7]. He served as
chair from 2001 to 2007.

In Austria, bioethics and the prevailing religion of
Catholicism were, and still are, understood by many
as inseparable. Austria is a conservative country and
ethics is sometimes even seen as an “illegitimate re-
placement” of religion, which obviously is incorrect:
ethics and religion are separate, but they share many
values, like the fundamental commitment to respect
human beings. However, in our societies which are in-
creasingly globalized, ethics has to be perceived and
taught in a way that common ground can be estab-
lished between ethics and religion.

Since 2001, the Austrian Bioethics Commission
has covered a wide range of topics reflecting burning
questions regarding life sciences, medicine and soci-
ety. The task of the Bioethics Commission is to “advise
the Federal Chancellor from an ethical point of view
on all social, scientific and legal issues arising from
scientific advances in the field of human medicine
and biology.”

According to the decree, the commission can
have up to 25 members from the different fields
like medicine; molecular biology and genetics; law;
sociology; philosophy; theology and psychology. The
resolutions of the commission are published, includ-
ing views which dissent from the majority opinion.
While most of the resolutions are unanimous, subjects
referring to highly sensible subjects like the beginning
of life or the end of life have been published with
a dissenting opinion.

An example is the debate of research on human em-
bryonic stem cells (hESC) in the field of bioethics at
the beginning of the 21st Century. This area of research
was made possible due to new techniques in the field
of reproductive technology, and the debates are con-
centrating on the moral and legal status of the embryo
in the national and international discourse. In 2009,
the Austrian Bioethics Commission, with a great ma-
jority (17/25), issued an opinion determining research
on embryonic stem cells to be “scientifically relevant,
and in principle, morally legitimate and deserving of
support”, albeit being restrictive in regard to the pro-
curement of ova. In a dissenting opinion five (5/25)
members voted for a legal ban on consuming em-
bryo research [8]. The intensive debate of research on
human embryonic stem cells of the beginning of the
21st century has been replaced by another highly con-
troversial development in the field of research today:
the CRISPR-Cas9 technology or the ethics of human
genome editing [9].

Among the 15 recommendations and opinions
published by the Austrian Bioethics Commission since
its beginnings in the year 2001, only eight resolutions
were not unanimous. It is not surprising, as stated
above, that the majority of these opinions are in the

field of reproductive medicine (five), two opinions
are in the field of embryonic stem cell research, and
one opinion is on the topic of the end of life. Al-
though there are some networks and single initiatives
in bioethics in Austria, public debate is mainly led by
the Austrian Bioethics Commission.

Neither the Institute for Ethics and Law inMedicine,
nor the Austrian Bioethics Commission nor the many
research ethics committees are integrated in the reg-
ular education of physicians. There are no classic in-
stitutes for ethics in medicine or bioethics at Austrian
(medical) universities contributing to the curriculum
of physicians on a regular and obligatory basis. This
is surprising, as in a comparable area the medical
faculty of the Vienna University was a frontrunner
and had established the first research ethics commit-
tee (REC) in Austria very early, in the year 1978. It
was the first research ethics committee in a German-
speaking country besides the one at the University of
Münster, Germany. This was short after the Declara-
tion of Helsinki’s first revision (of Tokyo) was issued,
where ethics committees were recommended for the
first time as an obligatory instrument to evaluate the
ethical aspects of clinical research projects [10].

In Germany and other countries there is a long tra-
dition of university institutes combining history and
philosophy ofmedicine with ethics inmedicine—a logic
synergy as medical ethics and history/philosophy of
medicine are the academic disciplines that engage
with these issues in a basic way. These fields reflect
the foundations of medicine and are areas that belong
to and should be taught together. They create a spe-
cific understanding of our past, of its failures in the
medical area—scandals and misuses—and illustrate
our present endeavour to improve awareness for eth-
ical principles and its efforts to codify patients’ rights.
Illustrative for the development of the past 50 years is
the change of paradigm from paternalism to the basic
principle of respect of autonomy of the patient.

Obviously, medical ethics is taught as a cross-over
issue within the curriculum, but still, it is not the same
as having a structured institution with senior and ju-
nior scientists and students. “There is a clear need for
physicians being trained to understand the social, cul-
tural and environmental contexts within which they
will practice—in much the same way they are taught
anatomy, physiology and biochemistry.” In a resolu-
tion on the Inclusion of Medical Ethics and Human
Rights in the Curriculum of Medical Schools World-
Wide, the World Medical Association urged in 2015
that medical ethics and human rights be taught at ev-
ery medical school as obligatory and examined part
of the university curriculum [11].

UNESCOand the first chair of bioethics at an Aus-
trian university

The establishment of a Chair of Bioethics as a joint ef-
fort of the Medical University of Vienna and UNESCO
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will set the course in the right direction. If we look into
the future, 4 years from now, into the year 2020, we
hopefully will see a firmly established ethics research
and teaching structure at the university level. This
chair could serve as a cornerstone in the direction of
a constant, consistent and continuous institution in
bioethics and this will have a model character for the
other Austrian institutions.

There are three essential aspects:
The first aspect is teaching of graduate and post-

graduate students in order to raise awareness of
bioethical questions and debates, and to promote
a stable and long-term bioethics program at the Med-
ical University of Vienna. This will be done, among
others, in collaboration with the Clinical Trials Coor-
dination Centre of the Medical University of Vienna.

Additionally research ethics will be promoted in co-
operation with UNESCO’s Bioethics Program.

The exploration of the relevant declarations of UN-
ESCO and their relation to the laws and soft laws in
Europe, as well as the widespread dissemination of
the Bioethics Core Curriculum of UNESCO will be im-
portant initiatives to foster ethics education. Training
activities within UNESCO’s Assisting Bioethics Com-
mittees Program will also be part of it.

An essential commitment of this Chair of Bioethics
is to intensify the global reflection of ethics education
with regard to North-South research, especially con-
cerning research in poverty related diseases such as
malaria, HIV, tuberculosis and other neglected infec-
tious diseases.

The second aspect is research: what we need to
do is to provide complementary and supportive re-
search regarding ethical issues in the main research
areas of the Medical University of Vienna and with the
partners of the chair, additionally in the many inter-
national and European projects where a focus within
a work package regarding ethics, legal and societal is-
sues (ELSI) is required.

The third aspect will be to include “gender issues”
as a cross cutting issue in this field. Bioethics is al-
ways dealing with the female body—for instance the
beginning of life, reproductive medicine, stem cell re-
search, but also clinical research—many topics which
are discussed need also to be looked at from a female
point of view. Furthermore, gender equality and em-
powering women in bioethics committees, as well as
in areas of research and capacity building, is still a ne-
cessity in our societies. Special focus will be dedicated
to the position of women in Africa in cooperation with
the African partners of the chair.

The activities are structured in work packages:
● The short-term objectives are the organisation of

seminarswith the otherUNESCOchairs of bioethics
in Europe, as well as European members of IBC and
UNESCO’s Section for Bioethics and Ethics of Sci-
ence and disseminate the proceedings of the semi-
nars.

● A specific lecture (the “Josephinum” lecture) sched-
uled once yearly in spring will be dedicated to the
UNESCO Bioethics Core Curriculum and make it
better known in the German-speaking countries.
The first “Josephinum lecture” will be given in
spring 2017.

● Training and teaching activities with a priority to the
UNESCO Bioethics Program including UNESCO’s
Bioethics Core Curriculum. The core curriculum
will be taught yearly, during a time frame beginning
in October and continuing to the end of June,
starting in the academic year October 2016. The
Bioethics Core Curriculum will be translated into
Germanby summer 2016 and then be disseminated.

● Cooperation with researchers and ethicists based
in Africa doing research in Africa (North-South) for
capacity building and developing specific cases of
research questions in African countries to be used
in teaching.

Partners of the chair

UNESCO requires for the establishment of a chair “co-
operation and networking to enhance institutional ca-
pacities through knowledge sharing and collaborative
work”. In order to fulfil this task, the chair holdermade
agreements with a range of institutions to cooperate:
● Research Center for Molecular Medicine of the Aus-

trian Academy of Sciences (CeMM), Vienna, Austria,
● Ethics Platform of the University of Natural Re-

sources and Life Sciences (BOKU), Vienna, Austria,
● College of Physicians in Vienna, Austria,
● European Forum for Good Clinical Practice

(EFGCP), Brussels, Belgium,
● European Institute of Women’s Health (EIWH),

Dublin, Ireland,
● EuropeanClinical Research InfrastructuresNetwork

(ECRIN), Paris, France.

An important role is given to the European and Devel-
oping Countries Clinical Trials Partnership (EDCPT).
EDCTP is a partnership between 14 European and
14 sub-Saharan Africa countries that contributes to
the fight against HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria and
other neglected infectious diseases.

Africa is one of the global priorities of UNESCO.
An essential focus of the chair is the cooperation with
the network of African research centres: the “Centre
de Recherches Medicales de Lambaréné”, CERMEL in
Gabon; the “Fondation Congolaise pour la Recherche
Medicale” in Brazzaville, Congo; the “Fondation pour
la Recherche Scientifique” in Cotonou, Benin and also
its Asian partner the “Institute of Clinical Medical and
Pharmaceutical Sciences” in Hanoi, Vietnam.

This perspective should end with a quotation from
Albert Schweitzer. This quotation, albeit simple, is, in
the truest sense of the word, a motto for our society
and for this Chair of Bioethics:
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The first step in the evolution of ethics is a sense of
solidarity with other human beings.
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