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MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUND IN THE
STEM CELL DEBATE

“Therapeutic Cloning” advocates rely on deception…science
refutes their claims

A recent Kansas City Star (5/22/04) editorial board editorial
implores, “Don’t let politics hinder potential of stem cells,”
and tells its readers that “extreme interpretation” of when life
begins is hindering important research into medical cures
and therapies.  The recent biotechnology bill passed by the
Kansas Legislature was carefully worded to help protect life
from indiscriminate and over-zealous researchers.  The Star
editorial was correct in stating there is enormous potential in
stem-cell research, but it only mentioned embryonic stem
cell research, totally ignoring adult-stem cell research that
has had great success.

The first misconception
The Star article says that the “extreme pro-life position” that
prohibits scientists from using frozen cells (which will eventually
be discarded) from fertility clinics will hinder science.  It went on
to say that the “same misguided thinking” opposes a new
procedure that removes cells from a blastocyst that has “never
been fertilized and could not develop into human beings.”

What somatic nuclear cell transfer means (“therapeutic
cloning”)
Just to set the record straight, the National Academy of Science
stated in a press release January 2002, “The method used to
initiate the reproductive cloning procedure is called either
nuclear transplantation or somatic cell nuclear transfer. … If the
procedure is successful, the cell will divide several times to
produce a pre-implantation embryo—blastocyst—that is
composed of about 150 cells. … If the blastocyst is placed in a
uterus, it can implant and form a fetus, which then may develop
further and result in a newborn. … Unlike reproductive cloning,
the creation of embryonic stem cells by nuclear transplantation
does not involve implantation of a blastocyst in a uterus.
Instead, cells are isolated from a blastocyst about five days
after the nuclear transplantation procedure and used to make
stem cell lines.”  The National Bioethics Advisory Committee
under former President William Clinton in its 1997 report,
Cloning Human Beings, had this to say: “The Commission
began its discussion fully recognizing that any effort in humans
to transfer a somatic cell nucleus into an enucleated egg
involves the creation of an embryo with the apparent potential to
be implanted in uetero and developed to term.”  The December
27, 2000 issue of the Journal of the American Medical
Association states: “CRNT [Cell replacement through nuclear
transfer, another term for “therapeutic cloning] requires the
deliberate creation and disaggregation of a human embryo. …
because therapeutic cloning requires the creation and
disaggregation x utero of blastocyst stage embryos, this
technique raises complex ethical questions.” (Emphasis added.)

The biotechnology industry knows what a blastocyst is
The president and CEO of the biotechnology firm that has done
work with therapeutic cloning, Michael West, testified before a
Senate Appropriations Committee on December 2, 1998:

“In this … procedure, body cells from a patient would be
fused with an egg cell that has had its nucleus (including
the nuclear DNA) removed.  This would theoretically allow
the production of a blastocyst-staged embryo genetically
identical to the patient.”  (Emphasis added.)

Science knows
As documented in the American Medical News, February 23,
1998, University of Colorado human embryologist Jonathan Van
Bierkom, after hearing others say that human cloning does not
produce an embryo, stated: “If it’s not an embryo, what is it?”  In
a press conference on February 26, 2003, supporting a
“therapeutic cloning” amendment to the Weldon-Stupak cloning
ban, a statement by Rep. Peter Deutsch (D-Florida) said that
nuclear somatic cells transfer does not involve fertilization by
the human sperm.”  According to Rep. Deutsch, it produces an
“egg,” not an embryo.  Dr. John Gearhart of Johns Hopkins
University, one of the discoverers of human stem cells, refuted
this statement in his response to a direct question as to what is
created in somatic cell nuclear transfer: “I contend it is an
embryo.”  When the questioner pointed out that by definition an
“egg” is a single cell with only 23 chromosomes, and unable to
produce anything, Dr. Gearhart agreed, stating, “I don’t think
anyone is saying that it is just an egg.”  This was in direct
contradiction to what Rep. Deutsch had just said in his
statement.

The truth
An egg is a gamete cell.  It has 23 chromosomes and is a single
cell.  Sex has not been determined and it cannot grow into
anything.  If, however, an egg has its nucleus removed and
replaced with nuclear material from a human being which has
46 chromosomes, it will begin to develop.  Whether an egg is
“fertilized” the natural way by a sperm or by somatic cell nuclear
transfer (asexual), the resulting 46-chromosome cell that is
produced has a sexual identity, begins immediately to divide
into several stages, including the blastocyst, and will
eventually, if transplanted into a uterus, grow to be a homo
sapien―a human being.

The irony
The same people who are calling for science to be able to grow
embryo farms (or blastocysts as they now call them) for
harvesting of stem cells, because they believe that it will help
mankind, think nothing of the destruction of human life at the
embryo stage.  The only way to “harvest” the stem cells is to
invade the inner cells of the blastocyst, thus destroying the
developing embryo. They also refuse to see the wonderful
opportunities in adult stem cell research.  But then, maybe there
is another agenda here: adult stem cells belong to someone;
they cannot be patented as many are advocating for cloned
stem cell lines.  Could it be that money is the issue here?  You
decide.   
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