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“Very Big, Very Exciting, Slightly Scary:” An Interview with       
CBHD President Dr. Andrew Fergusson

Sarah J. Flashing, M.A., Director of Communications

CBHD President and CEO, Dr. Andrew Fergusson, talks 
about his years of experience in medicine and bioethics, here 
and abroad, in an interview with Sarah J. Flashing, Director 
of Communications.

SJF: What is your impression of the American bioethics 
arena?
AF: Very big, very exciting, slightly scary.

SJF: How do American and British bioethics compare?
AF: Let me break that up into three categories: 
taking life, making life, and faking life. On the 
traditional ‘taking life’ issues, we are about equal 
on abortion statistics but the US is much more 
polarized on the politics. Abortion is a big politi-
cal issue here; it isn’t yet in the UK. On eutha-
nasia, and notwithstanding Oregon, the UK is in 
imminent danger of being well ahead of the US. 
There was a Parliamentary debate on October 10 
and in November we saw launched a new legisla-
tive attempt to introduce Oregon-style physician 
assisted suicide in the UK. This has a real chance of going 
through.

In ‘making life’ Britain is legislatively ahead on artificial 
reproductive technologies but I am sure there are forces in 
the US who would like to catch up. ‘Faking life’ through arti-
ficial intelligence, robotics, etc., is ahead in the US because 
of the financial investment required and because Americans 
are already more sold on enhancement.

And of course, the whole of bioethics is rapidly succumbing 
to globalization so we could expect these differences pro-
gressively to disappear.

SJF: What is your particular area of expertise in the 
field?
AF: In the early 1990s I got into the British euthanasia 
debate and so I suppose I have specialized in end-of-life 
issues. How did I get into that? In March 1990 I was flicking 
through my copy of the British family physicians’ journal, 
and almost missed an article about resources, the elderly, 
and euthanasia. When I realized what the title said I read it 
carefully. I was appalled (the euthanasia proposed was not 
even voluntary!) and I immediately telephoned the journal’s 

editorial office to find out about deadlines for 
letters, could I write an article in reply, etc. I fin-
ished by saying “But of course there’s no point in 
me doing anything, because you must have had 
lots of responses in by now.” There was a long 
silence and then the editor said “Well actually we 
did think it was pretty controversial but in the last 
month we haven’t heard from anybody until you 
today.” That did it. God kind of said to me there 
and then: you do it. So I wrote a strong letter that 
got published, was invited to join a new coalition 

Nigel Cameron was setting up, and the rest, as they say, is 
history.

SJF: What, in general, do you regard as the most urgent 
area of concern in bioethics today?
AF: It’s really hard to split the issues up! I think we have to 
keep working to stop the killing we are already doing as well 
as working to stop any new ways of killing people. I think we 
also have to respond to the ever-growing assaults on human 
dignity. As a former family physician I think the just delivery 
of healthcare is a major ethical issue.

SJF: In the next decade, what do you believe will be the 
most pressing issues?
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