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Outlook

IAM a Jewish woman in my late
30s who has yearned to be a
mother all my life ... My hus-
band and I have tried everything
to no avail ... We are urgently

looking for an angel ... who would be
prepared to give the most generous
gift of life,” reads the notice in The
AJN’s classified section this month.

For Michelle*, this is the end of the
road. After spending years exhausting
every option and multiple failed in-
vitro fertilisation (IVF) attempts, she
has turned to her last resort: having a
child with a donor egg.

But in Australia, that’s no simple
feat.

Contrary to the US, where legisla-
tion allows the sale of human ova –
with donors demanding fees of any-
thing from $US5000 to $50,000,
depending on their genetic prowess –
Australian legislation prohibits the
sale of human tissue, ova included.

This leaves few options to infertile
Australian women. They must either
adopt or find an egg donor, usually
without help from fertility clinics,
because most IVF clinics closed their
anonymous donor egg waiting lists
several years ago.

“At Monash IVF, we closed the
[waiting list] early in 2005, because at
that time we had about 200 names on
the list, and only about four to five
donors per year,” Monash IVF donor
programs coordinator and scientist
Sue Breheny told The AJN. “Clinics
that have anonymous donor egg pro-
grams are literally just waiting for
potential donors to ‘walk in off the
street’ and as you can imagine, that
doesn’t happen often. We felt it was
unfair to keep adding names to the
list and give these women false hope,
when in reality with so few donors,
we could never help them.”

All women are born with a finite
supply of around two million eggs
and this number declines with age;
donors should preferably be under

age 36 and have completed their own
families and breastfeeding.

The struggle is exacerbated
because so many Australian women
and “would be” donors are starting
families at a later age.

“This means there are far fewer
potential donors because nowadays
there are not nearly as many women
who have completed their families by
the time they are 34 or 35,” Breheny
said.

To complicate matters further,
there are also halachic concerns with
egg donation from a Jewish perspec-
tive. Most world halachic authorities
rule that IVF should only take place
between a married couple’s ovum
and sperm. Even then, it must be
under halachic supervision.

“However, two major Jewish
authorities do permit egg donation
under certain circumstances and con-
ditions ... and halachic supervision is
required,” said immediate past presi-
dent of the NSW Rabbinical Council
and member of the Sydney Beth Din
Rabbi Yoram Ulman, who counsels
couples on fertility issues in halachah.
“If it comes from a non-Jewish donor,
the child has to be converted to
Judaism through a recognised beth
din.”

He added, “No authorities permit
a Jewish woman to donate an egg to
an anonymous recipient.”

DESPERATE infertile couples –
including Jewish ones – are left
with few choices. They can

either plead for selfless friends, family
members or compassionate strangers
to come forward – or make heart-
wrenching pleas in newspapers, par-
enting magazines and on websites.

Many of these women are older
and postponed pregnancy in their
highly fertile 20s or early 30s because
of work or lack of a partner. And now
when the time is right for them, they
learn that it is too late.

Such was the case with Michelle,
who began attempting to have chil-
dren with her husband in her mid-
30s, only to discover she suffered
from endometriosis, a common dis-
order in which abnormal tissue grows
outside a woman’s uterus, leading to
infertility.

“It was a big shock. I always
wanted to be a mother, and I never
thought this would happen to me,”
she told The AJN.

But even with the grim diagnosis,
she thought fertility treatments
would work.

“I knew people who had had 10 or
12 treatments, and had finally got
pregnant,” she said. “I thought I’m
just going to keep going until it
works.”

But it didn’t. Michelle’s eggs
weren’t viable.

“When the IVF doesn’t work,
you’re kind of thrown into the deep
end by yourself. You’ve just got to go
out yourself and ask people,” said
Michelle, who has been searching for
a donor now for a few months. “It’s a
very lonely journey, and it’s not one
you can easily talk about with
people.”

“We felt it was unfair to
keep adding names to the
list and give these women
false hope, when in reality

with so few donors, we
could never help them.”

SUE BREHENY
Monash IVF donor programs

coordinator

Many women take their search for
eggs outside of Australia, flying over-
seas to purchase eggs or participating
in overseas egg-sharing programs in
which women who are already
undergoing IVF treatment them-
selves donate their extra eggs. Either
way, the recipient must have the egg
fertilised and implanted overseas and
return home to Australia pregnant to
avoid breaking the law.

Michelle looked into those
options, but eventually chose to keep
her search within Australia.

“I’ve just been basically asking
everyone I know,” said Michelle. “It’s
been hard for me, but there’s no other
way. I asked people that I knew who’d
had IVF and could potentially be
donors, but they said no. They had a
lot of difficulty with it, which, of
course, I understand. It’s kind of
strange to be giving up a part of
yourself.”

Donating eggs is also a time-con-
suming process. It involves coun-
selling for the donor and her partner,
doctor’s visits, ultrasound scans, hor-
mone treatment and a surgical proce-
dure to collect the eggs.

And donors must face this without
any promise of financial gain because
federal legislation in Australia pre-
vents payment for eggs, sperm or
embryos.

In Victoria, donors must agree to

have their name and address regis-
tered, should any resulting child wish
to contact them.

Similar legislation has also been
passed in NSW, but has not yet been
implemented.

“While it may seem like a short-
term path of least resistance to keep it
a secret, it’s in the best interests of the
child to know where they came from,”
said medical director of Sydney IVF,
Dr Mark Bowman.

“If someone is prepared
to do this for me, I would
regard my child as their

child too, and they would
have as much or as little

involvement as they
would want.”

MICHELLE
Sydney Jewish woman seeking eggs

He added that, despite the short-
ages of donor eggs, he also supported
the prohibition of the sale of ova
because of the inevitable possibility of
exploitation.

“At the moment in the US, college
girls are paying their way through col-
lege ... because they’re paid egg
donors. That might not present any
difficulties for some of them, but
somewhere down the track that will
come back to roost,” he said. “Either
those donors will get into their own
situation in their 40s and never have

their own children, and then learn
that the only children from their eggs
are not theirs, [or there are] medical
complications at being 20 and pump-
ing yourself repeatedly full of hor-
mones to get your eggs bought off
you.”

DESPITE all the hurdles,
Michelle said she is determined
to persevere and become a

mother. And after months of
heartache searching for a donor, she
recently received a response to her
advertisement in The AJN.

She still hasn’t met the woman
who has come forward, and said she
was trying not to get too excited. Doc-
tors must first screen the potential
donor before it can be taken further.

“I don’t know how much she
knows about the process, and at any
time she could back out. It’s almost as
if there are obstacles at every turning
point,” she said.

If the woman does decide to pro-
ceed, Michelle said she would agree to
the donor’s terms.“From my point of
view, if someone is prepared to do
this for me, I would regard my child
as their child too, and they would
have as much or as little involvement
as they would want,” she said.“It takes
a very special person to actually do
this.”

*Michelle’s name has been changed to
protect her privacy.

To contact Michelle, email
needanangel2008@yahoo.com.au.

WANTED:
egg donor

When natural pregnancy is physically not an option, the answer for some lies in
donated ova. CHANTAL ABITBOL speaks to a Sydney woman about her struggle
to become a mother.

A fertilised ovum. Despite being very
much in demand, egg donation in
Australia has strict criteria.


