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Introduction
The BMA medical ethics committee (MEC) is made up of doctors, lawyers, ethicists and theologians. 
It considers ethical and human rights issues important to the medical profession and helps to 
ensure that the UK legal and regulatory environment supports and strengthens ethical standards 
in medicine. The committee is supported by a dedicated medical ethics and human rights team. In 
addition to supporting the MEC and contributing ethics insight to wider BMA policy, we provide ethics 
advice to hundreds of individual BMA members each year. Through the MEC and the secretariat, the 
BMA continues to advocate the highest standards of ethics and human rights in healthcare, both for 
clinicians and for patients, at home and abroad. 

Special projects
All-member survey on physician-assisted dying
In 2019 the representative body called for a survey of BMA members to seek their views on what 
position the BMA should take on a change in the law to permit physician-assisted dying. This policy 
was taken forward by the medical ethics committee and took up a lot of the committee’s time 
throughout the year. The survey was carried out by Kantar, an independent, specialist research 
company, between 6 and 27 February. Almost 29,000 members responded to the survey and, 
between them, submitted more than 47,500 free text answers to the questions posed, all of which 
have been read, coded and analysed by the specialist team at Kantar. 

The agenda committee decided in July to delay a policy debate on physician-assisted dying 
until 2021, when more time could be provided for a proper, informed debate on the topic. It was 
subsequently decided to delay publication of the survey results until after the ‘virtual’ ARM on 15 
September, in order to not detract from the crucially important topics that will be discussed at 
this year’s ARM, in particular COVID-19. As soon as a date for publication has been set, this will be 
announced on the BMA website.

Presidential project on justice and fairness
The ethics department and the MEC have supported Professor Raanan Gillon in his year as BMA 
president, in which he has focussed on the theme of justice and fairness in medical practice. 

Professor Gillon has been a longstanding supporter and proponent of the four principles approach to 
medical ethics. This method for analysing and tackling ethical issues in medical practice encourages 
decision-makers to consider actions, choices or policies through the lens of beneficence, non-
maleficence, autonomy, and justice. 
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Promoting benefit (beneficence) and minimising harm (non-maleficence) have been the cornerstone 
of medical ethics since the Hippocratic Oath, while respect for autonomy has been acknowledged 
as a fundamental principle in modern times, with the World Medical Association adding it to the 
Declaration of Geneva (generally considered the contemporary Hippocratic Oath) in 2017. However, 
how considerations of justice and fairness translate to practical decision-making has received less 
attention. Professor Gillon’s project has therefore aimed to initiate debate and to advance discussion 
in this important area of medical ethics. 

The project has three main parts. Firstly, the BMA has proposed that to the WMA that it adds a 
‘balancing’ commitment to fairness/justice to the Declaration of Geneva and its companion 
document the International Code of Medical Ethics. Secondly, the BMA launched a one-off essay 
competition on the theme of ‘justice and fairness in medical practice and policy’, for which entrants 
were asked to use ethical reasoning and theory to address and provide a solution to a contemporary, 
practical problem in medicine. We received over 200 submissions to the competition and, at the time 
of writing, the judging panel was assessing the nine high-quality shortlisted entries. Lastly, Professor 
Gillon’s project will culminate in a virtual conference hosted by the BMA and the Institute of Medical 
Ethics on 4 December 2020, which will address ‘Justice and fairness in medical and health care 
ethics’. Details will be published on the BMA website and social media channels.

Guidance and support for members
An important part of our work continues to be supporting our members who are confronted with 
challenging ethical or human rights issues. We do this both individually, through our ethics advice 
service, and collectively through our published guidance. Work in the second half of the year has 
focussed on COVID-related issues although other guidance has also been published. The following 
guidance has been published in the last year.

COVID-19 ethical issues 
The ethics department took a national lead on providing ethics guidance for frontline clinicians 
on resource allocation decisions during the early stages of the pandemic. Following outbreaks in 
China and Italy, doctors in the UK expressed serious concerns about the possibility that life-saving 
resources such as ventilators and ITU beds would be overwhelmed, leading to doctors being forced to 
make harrowing triage decisions. Despite repeated calls, the Government declined to provide ethical 
guidance, so the BMA rapidly developed its own advice for doctors, with the secretariat liaising with 
both MEC members and external legal and medical professionals to ensure the rapid provision of 
detailed, practical guidance that was ethically and legally robust.

In addition, the ethics department, liaising with Equality, Inclusion and Culture, contributed to 
guidance for doctors – particularly from certain faith groups – who may have been instructed to 
remove their beards for infection control purposes. The department also supported the BMA-wide 
response to the chronic lack of effective PPE for doctors during the outbreak, and developed public-
facing materials to help and support doctors to initiate discussions with patients about advance care 
planning during the pandemic. 

Forensic medicine ethics toolkit 
The ethics department published a new ethical toolkit for forensic medical practitioners. It provides 
detailed ethical advice on a wide range of topics likely to be encountered by forensic practitioners, 
including dual obligations, confidentiality, the taking of samples and the care and treatment of 
particularly vulnerable patients.

Recording medical consultations 
Following a number of concerns having been raised by members, the ethics department brought 
out new guidance for doctors where patients may seek to record consultations. Although the 
BMA’s overall approach is to encourage supportive and consensual recording to enable patients 
to retain important information, the guidance also looks at non-consensual recording and how 
doctors should respond to patients who post such recordings in publicly accessible media without 
the consent of the doctor.
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Deprivation of liberty safeguards
With the replacement of the Mental Capacity Act (England and Wales) Deprivation of Liberty 
Safeguards with the new Liberty Protection Safeguards now delayed until spring 2022, the ethics 
department has updated the BMA’s existing guidance to incorporate vital case law changes. These 
significantly reduce the requirement to seek authorisation for deprivations of liberty in acute 
medical settings.

Updated guidance on the law and ethics of abortion 
The ethics team has updated the BMA’s main guidance on abortion to reflect, amongst other things, 
significant changes to abortion legislation in Northern Ireland and, in the rest of the UK, a number 
of temporary changes that have been introduced to the delivery of abortion services in light of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The law and ethics of abortion: BMA views has been the BMA’s main publication 
on abortion for over 20 years. 

Influencing public policy 
A significant part of the MEC’s work involves seeking to influence public policy and raising awareness 
with the public and professionals about important ethical and human rights issues. The MEC is a 
resource for other committees and staff across the UK and has, this year, provided policy advice and 
support at the request of (amongst others): 

 – BMA Wales (on treatment escalation plans and the all-Wales DNACPR policy); 
 –  BMA Scotland (on the inclusion of learning disability and autism in the review of the Mental Health 

Act, and FGM (female genital mutilation)); 
 – BMA Northern Ireland (on the legalisation of abortion); 
 – first point of contact (on key issues and the support available on ethics and human rights); and 
 –  the public health medicine committee and medical academic staff committee (on the ethics of 

human vaccine challenge studies). 

The MEC is always happy to receive requests from other teams within the BMA for a view on specific 
ethical issues and subsequent policy support. In addition to these issues, in the last year we have 
undertaken lobbying and policy work on the following topics:

Abortion – decriminalisation and buffer zones 
The ethics team is continuing to work on two strands of abortion policy adopted by the 
representative body:

 –  the decriminalisation of abortion so that abortion is regulated in the same way as other 
medical treatments

 –  buffer/exclusion zones to swiftly and straightforwardly stop the unacceptable harassment and 
intimidation of patients and staff outside confidential abortion services.

Confidentiality
The ethics department continues its work defending the principle of medical confidentiality. Working 
closely with the national data guardian and GMC, we are strongly upholding the position that the 
definition of confidential information must include demographic and registration information as well 
as clinical information. 

Standing up for human rights
New human rights report
In accordance with successive ARM motions, and building on decades of high-profile engagement 
by the BMA in ensuring respect for global health rights, the ethics secretariat, working with a group 
of international experts, is developing a new report looking at urgent challenges to human rights in 
health. From the rise of damaging online medical disinformation, through the targeting of health 
professionals and facilities in Yemen, Syria, Afghanistan and elsewhere, to the devastating effects 
of climate change, the report will identify major threats to human rights in health and set out 
policies for change.
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Recent HR activities 
In addition to the new report, the BMA has continued to respond to abuses of human rights globally. 
These have included state attacks on the medical profession in Turkey, concerns about enforced 
organ harvesting in China – along with, most recently, harrowing accounts of the Chinese abuse of its 
Uyghur population in Xinjiang. Following a 2019 ARM motion, we have also sought to raise attention 
to the appalling conditions in the detention camps on the US/Mexico border.

You can see the recent action we have taken to promote human rights in healthcare internationally 
on the BMA website. 

Other issues discussed by the committee in 2019-20
The committee discusses a diverse range of topics across the spectrum of medical ethics. Other 
issues discussed this year by the MEC include: 

 – clinical decision-making and children with variations in sex characteristics
 – firearms
 – recognising obesity as a disease
 – safe staffing within the NHS
 –  sharing of genetic information in light of the case of ABC v St George’s Healthcare NHS Trust  

and others
 – ethics support for doctors and medical students. 

You can read all our guidance and reports online.

Ref: 20200336

http://www.bma.org.uk
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice/employment/ethics

