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TX:  12.07.10 - Stem Cells

PRESENTER:  JULIAN WORRICKER


WORRICKER
Now there's an eye catching headline in one of today's papers - "Over the counter stem cells in 20 years" - the piece suggests pharmacies that dispense personalised tissue therapies could be as common as chemist shops in the future, that's according to one expert.  Well if the claim is true it makes the work of a leading international body for those involved in offering and researching stem cell therapies that much more pressing.  It's vowing to smoke out the charlatans, as they put it, and is trying to root out those offering unproven and expensive therapies.  The use of stem cells has been hailed as potential miracle cure by some because of their ability to renew and form new cells.

Well Sean Morrison is on the board of directors at the International Society for Stem Cell Research and is director of the University of Michigan Centre for Stem Cell Biology.

MORRISON
Well stem cell research is one of the most exciting areas of science that we believe has enormous potential to lead to new treatments for disease.  However, there are people out there who are exploiting the fears of desperate patients by pretending that we're ready to cure all kinds of diseases now that are still the subject of a lot of testing.  It takes many years to develop effective new therapies and until proper clinical trials are done with proper ethical oversight to actually test which therapies work and which ones don't and how they can be delivered effectively we're not in a position to promise effective therapies to patients.  So unfortunately clinics have sprung up all over the world, particularly in countries with unregulated medical systems, claiming to be able to cure many diseases.  Those of us who get e-mails and letters from these patients recognise that these patients are desperate and they're just looking for a little bit of hope.  You see terrible cases where patients sell their houses or raise money in the community to try to be able to pay tens of thousands or hundreds of thousands of dollars to clinics for therapies that don't have a chance of helping the patient.  And so these clinics can do damage beyond failing to cure the diseases that they claim to cure.

WORRICKER
That was Sean Morrison.  Well one person who has considered stem cell therapy is Lauren James, who joins me now.  Tell us about your situation Lauren.

JAMES
My daughter, Imogen, she has a condition called optic nerve hypoplasia which means her optic nerves didn't fully form in the womb but this leads on to a whole - whole load of other problems associated with this.   For example, she's only just recently started walking and she's four, her speech - she's got speech delay and things like that.  So we had considered stem cell therapy to try and help her.

WORRICKER
And what prompted you to consider it, what had you heard from others about it?

JAMES
Having heard of people from Britain that had actually gone over to foreign countries to have the treatment and who praised it to the sky and said that it really worked and they were so impressed and things like that.  So we met with a few people, did a bit of reading on the internet and things like that and just thought this is amazing, this is a miracle, let's do it.

WORRICKER
But eventually you decided against, why didn't you go through with it?

JAMES
Because there was no safety guarantee, there was a complete lack of information.  Once you dig a little deeper then the surface of what these companies are offering, once you start digging about and asking questions they haven't got any answers for you basically, they just cannot answer your questions.  I had a bit of help from doctors in the UK and one doctor in Germany and they were helping me with questions to ask this company in particular because they were saying I just wasn't my point across. And they agreed - I sent them all the replies from the particular company I was e-mailing, and they just said that they don't know what they're doing.  And it was evident that they didn't have the safety guarantees, they didn't have any effectiveness guarantees - they could have been injecting anything into my daughter and there's nothing I can do about it.  I'm paying nearly £20,000 for the luxury of that.

WORRICKER
Lauren, thank you very much for telling us your story.  Sean Morrison of the International Society for Stem Cell Research, who we heard from a moment ago, also told us what they now plan to do.

MORRISON
Those of us in the stem cell field get frequent inquiries from patients saying what do we think of this clinic or what do we think of this kind of therapy and we would like to investigate these issues systematically and make the information available to the public, so patients have an opportunity to query the International Stem Cell Society at isscr.org and ask about particular clinics or particular therapies and ISSCR will add those to its list and make official inquiries of the clinics, to ask the clinics do you have evidence to support the claims that you're making, have these things been tested in clinical trials and if the clinics do those things they have an opportunity to demonstrate that but if they don't do those things then they'll go on a list of unproven therapies, so that everybody can see that these clinics don't have evidence to support the claims that they're making.

ATKINSON
So as well as writing to the clinics themselves you're also targeting advisors to the clinics and also people who might refer, what good will that do from a consumer point of view?

MORRISON
The consumers, the patients, will at least see that there are stem cell experts out there that are sceptical of some of these claims that are being made and there'll be some systematic effort made to try to investigate which of these claims are supported by data and which of them are claims that are just efforts to steal money from patients.

WORRICKER
Sean Morrison talking to Carolyn Atkinson.  You can find details of their website on our You and Yours website.  On the line from Oxford is Colin Blakemore, professor of neuroscience and a former chief executive of the Medical Research Council.  Colin Blakemore, do you welcome what Sean Morrison is trying to do here?

BLAKEMORE
I certainly do.  What this field lacks at the moment is quality control and it's absolutely true, as Sean said, that organisations, clinics, that some of which may be entirely reputable but there's no way of telling, are preying really on the hopes, the fantasies, the concerns of the general public whose expectations have been driven by some of the hype in the press, and frankly I have to say some of the hype coming from the clinical and scientific community as well about the potential for stem cell treatments.

WORRICKER
It does seem extraordinary, given the amount of sort of half information that's available in this field, that something like this hasn't happened before.  People are talking about key illnesses affecting in - in the case of the example we played - a little girl - vast sums of money potentially being paid out, why hasn't this been scrutinised more closely thus far?

BLAKEMORE
Well the problem is that there's no international agency with responsibility in this area, as Sean correctly said, the majority of these clinics are in countries with less well developed or unsophisticated regulatory mechanisms, so they can spring up locally and then of course the internet gives them access potentially to patients and customers around the world.  So I think that the situation in this country and in the United States, in Europe is pretty safe because it is tightly regulated.  But I'm afraid it's in parts of Asia, particularly China, and India and so on where the major problems seem to be occurring.

WORRICKER
Of course we have to say some may well work but it's about getting - getting the answers and the proof that they do, that's ...

BLAKEMORE
Well of course and there are very well established, internationally recognised methods for conducting trials, clinical trials, to guarantee the efficacy, the value of treatments and also the safety of treatments.  But I'm afraid those are singularly lacking in many areas where there is claimed effectiveness of these stem cell therapies.

WORRICKER
You mentioned your reservations about some headlines, what's your reaction to that one I quoted right at the start - Over the counter stem cells in 20 years - how realistic is that?

BLAKEMORE
You know when scientists, clinicians as well, are asked about the potential for progress in a promising area they often throw up their hands and say 10 years or 20 years because it's a big enough number that they're probably not going to be called to account for it.  I mean one has to recognise the timescale involved, even in developing conventional treatments, it typically takes 10 years or so for a new drug to be produced from the very first demonstration of some effectiveness in an animal model, let's say, or in a test tube model right through to the conduct of all the clinical trials and all the regulatory and approval processes.  Well if that's the case for conventional drug development we're talking here about entirely new approaches to medical treatment, I'm afraid it could take much longer than that.

WORRICKER
Thank you very much, Colin Blakemore, professor of neuroscience on the line from Oxford.

