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PATENTED HUMANS: A BOON OR A BOONDOGGLE?
The inaugural meeting of the Kansas Bioscience Authority,
established by the Kansas Legislature in 2004 under the 2004
Kansas Economic Growth Act, was held on September 22,
2004.  This group will be responsible for establishing
strategies for bioscience technologies in Kansas.  In debating
the bill that established this group, many said that improving
the outlook for biotechnology in Kansas could gain Kansas
40,000 jobs by increasing small-business involvement and
allowing new technologies to flourish in the state.

No doubt there will be much debate in the future on what kind
of science technology will be encouraged, much as the debate
is escalating in Missouri with the Stowers Institute over
whether or not to establish research in embryonic stem cells.
The Missouri General Assembly is considering limiting stem-
cell research to adult stem cells, believing that there are big
ethical questions with embryonic stem cells.  There is much
disinformation about stem cells in general – even the major
newspapers seem to be confused on this issue.  For instance,
an article by Kevin Collison of the Kansas City Star on
September 18, 2004 quoted William B. Neaves, president and
chief executive of the Stowers Institute for Medical Research,
about the ban on embryonic stem-cell research.  He stated
that the only type of human cells that scientists have learned
to manipulate are embryonic cells.

This statement is false in that adult stem cells have resulted in
proven treatments and therapies while embryonic stem cells
have not.  It is true that adult stem cells are more quiescent
(less able to differentiate into all kinds of tissue) based on an
inner cellular “brake” that inhibits wild proliferation such as
occurs in cancer.  However, when infused into injured tissue,
these cells seem to be able to by-pass that mechanism and
change into the tissue needed to repair the damaged cells.
Embryonic stem cells, on the other hand, do grow into all
kinds of tissue, but often that growth is unpredictable and, at
times, wild proliferation occurs (undesirable tumors or tissue).
Embryonic stem cells are very difficult to control in the body,
while at the same time proliferating easily in a culture in a Petri
dish.

Neaves claims that the Stowers’ scientists use a technique
called somatic cell nuclear transfer (SCNT) to achieve stem
cell lines.  SCNT involves transferring nuclear material from a
human to an egg that has had its nucleus removed.  Neaves
calls it an “unfertilized egg,” but it is actually cloning.  The
resulting zygote has the full complement of genes that make it
a human being.  It is not an egg – an egg is a gamete with half
of the genes that unites with sperm with the other half in
sexual reproduction, producing a human person.  In cloning,
asexual reproduction is performed in a laboratory, also
resulting in a human being.

Mr. Neaves also claims that the “egg” produces “specialized
body cells” that hold great promise.  This is another

misrepresentation as the “product” of SCNT is a human
person albeit a very small one.  The reason that there would
be any promise for research is that the “egg” is not an egg at
all, but a tiny human being.  A zygote, obtained by fertilization
in a lab (asexual fertilization), soon grows to a blastocyst
which is a stage of human development.  This blastocyst has
a layer of cells around its perimeter that contain embryonic
stem cells.  In order to harvest those cells, the embryo must
be destroyed.  Those cells are then transferred to a Petri dish
in a specialized medium and “grown.”  Mr. Neaves goes on to
say in the article that he understands that well-meaning
people worry about getting on “the slippery slope because it
might lead to cloning,” when in fact it is cloning.

Speaking of the “slippery slope”, Jan LaRue, chief counsel for
CWA, stated in an interview in the Washington Post October
25, 2004, that “ESC [embryonic stem-cell research] results in
the destruction of human life.  When we value one life over
another in the name of medicine, we have opened the door of
vulnerability for the disabled and aged to be euthanized.
Scarce federal resources should go to fund research that has
already produced documented effective treatments from ASC
[adult stem-cell] treatments instead of funding ESC research
that has not.  It is unethical to play on the emotions of people
and give them false hope for cures.  If ESC research were
truly promising, private foundations and pharmaceutical
companies would be funding it.  Instead, private investors
have avoided funding ESC research because they don’t want
to wait years for results that very well may not materialize and
because of the ethical objections of the vast majority of
Americans to such research.”

We have published several Family Concerns on this issue.
You need to familiarize yourself with the terminology because
this will be a huge issue in the coming months, particularly as
Kansas starts to look at its involvement in biotechnology.
Being able to produce human beings in “therapeutic
cloning”/SCNT, or whatever they decide to call it next, is an
attempt to make them into a commodity, sold for profit.  It is
conceivable that specialized stem-cell lines could be cloned
with certain genetic characteristics that would be patented and
sold to researchers and pharmaceutical firms for research and
testing of specific drugs, etc.  It is about the bottom line.  It is
very tempting to venture into these ethical quagmires because
it has never been done before and some people just have to
open forbidden doors.

However, adult stem-cell therapies carry no ethical risk since
they are autologous (from the host organism) transplants.  The
risk of rejection by our bodies is zero and the risk of unwanted,
undisciplined cell growth is all but eliminated.  Keep these
facts in mind when you read stories about this technology and
inform your friends and neighbors about the semantic
“hopscotch” that the media and some in the science industry
are playing.   
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