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The Limits Of Science

BY CHRISTINE GORMAN

Assisted reproductive technology is one of the great medical success
stories of the late 20th century. Thanks to fertility drugs, in-vitro
fertilization (IVF) and a growing list of even more sophisticated
techniques, tens of thousands of healthy babies are born each year that
otherwise might never have been conceived. But the process is neither
foolproof nor risk free. There are limits to what science can do for
infertile couples, and the more doctors have to intervene with drugs,
needles and surgery to get sperm to meet egg, the greater the chance that
something will go wrong. Among the pitfalls:

OVARIAN HYPERSTIMULATION The first step in most assisted-
fertilization techniques is to trick the ovaries into producing a lot of eggs
at once. But the hormones doctors use to do this are powerful drugs and
in rare cases can cause serious complications, including blood clots and
kidney damage.
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defects are caused by the artificial
reproductive technology or by whatever underlying problem caused the
infertility in the first place.

Even the most powerful techniques can turn back a woman's biological
clock only so far. Women in their early 30s who want to use their own
eggs have a better than 30% chance of delivering a live baby by artificial
means. After age 43, the success rate drops to a forbidding 3%.
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