July 7, 2004

Is a treatment that kills 20 percent of its subjects a success?
Dear Colleague,

The American people deserve to know the truth about embryonic stem cells.  As their elected representatives so do we.  

The truth is that ethical Parkinson's treatments are showing more promise than embryonic stem cells.  In a recent Dear Colleague, the authors claim that “embryonic stem cell research holds the most promise for this disease because of the cell’s abilities to differentiate into any cell in the body.”  What they fail to mention is that many adult stem cells have the capability to become multiple tissue types, and scientists have even discovered a type of bone marrow adult stem cell that has the ability to differentiate into any tissue type. 

Additionally, the authors fail to note that the very ability to differentiate into multiple tissue types is one reason that embryonic stem cells research has shown such little success.  Because these cells differentiate and grow so robustly, embryonic stem cell treatment in animals results in tumor formation.  Adult stem cells are not prone to this deadly tumor formation.  Also, because patients often receive treatment using their own tissue, adult stem cell treatments frequently do not require medication to prevent their bodies from rejecting the embryonic stem cells.  

My colleagues cite the “success” offered by Drs. Isaacson and McKay.  Even these “successes” were disappointments.  In the Isaacson study, and another similar study, twenty percent of the animals died from tumor growth.  Is a treatment that kills 20 percent of its subjects a success? The McKay study showed results that were not unique to embryonic stem cells.  In fact, similar adult stem cell studies have been more successful than embryonic models.

In contrast adult stem cells and other alternatives show great promise without deadly tumors.  In an earlier Dear Colleague, I highlighted the dramatic treatment of Dennis Turner to your attention in the past.  After adult stem cell treatment Mr. Turner lost 83 percent of his Parkinson’s disease symptoms.  

Just in recent weeks, two more reports of promising ethical Parkinson’s treatments were released.  

A Japanese research team at Kyoto University reported that they have succeeded in treating mice with Parkinson’s disease using adult stem cells taken from bone marrow.  The team documented improvements in more than 90 percent of their trials.  As noted above, using a subject’s own adult stem cells eliminates tumor formation and because the tissue is the subject’s own body, immunosuppressant drugs are unnecessary.

Furthermore, promise for Parkinson’s is not limited to stem cells.  Scientists at the University of Nebraska Medical Center in Omaha have released a study in which a vaccination with certain immune cells suppresses inflammation was used to protect nerve cells from damage.  Animal models of this treatment were so successful that it will be tested in humans next year.  Embryonic stem cells have never been tested in human models because they simply have not been safe or effective enough in animals.

Embryonic stem cells continue to present both ethical and scientific problems while ethical alternatives move forward showing great promise.  Moreover, by definition, embryonic stem cells come from embryos – human embryos that must be destroyed in order to create embryonic stem cell lines.  To sacrifice so many nascent lives for experiments is unethical.  To expand the current policy in order to take more of those lives is unconscionable.  

Private investors and interest groups are free to invest their resources in embryonic stem cells, but expansion of the current policy is a poor use of taxpayer dollars.
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Sincerely,

W. Todd Akin

Member of Congress

