Stem Cell Research - Communication and Healthcare Costs

By Catherine Magill, Ph.D.

Last weekend’s two day conference, Stem Cell Policy and Advocacy Summit II:  Empowering the Pro-Cures Coalition, http://www.pro-cures.com/, organized by the Genetics Policy Institute and hosted by The Stanford University Center for Biomedical Ethics Program on Stem Cells in Society, was a broad-ranging conference offering talks on everything from scientific updates to ethics, and legal issues to how-to primers on grassroots advocacy.  
Improving communication between stem cell researchers and the public, in an effort to rally support and counteract the vocal minority that is pushing Congress and the President to pass legislation to outlaw research on Somatic Cell Nuclear Transfer (SCNT), was a major theme of the conference.  Specifically, stem cell researchers need to take back the focus of the debate, attention needs to be brought to the fact that treatments will come out of human embryonic stem cell (eSC) research – not necessarily through cellular replacement, but through discoveries made through understanding the biology of development that will be learned through eSC research.  Nationwide, a variety of polls have shown that the public supports SCNT by approximately 65-70%, however the 25% who are opposed are extremely well-organized and vocal, and have been very successful in getting legislation passed throughout the country which bans the research.  Proposals were made to open laboratories up for visitation by the public on a monthly or quarterly basis to educate the public on their research.  The public’s lack of understanding was highlighted during Stephen Levick’s talk on Sunday when he noted that Irv Weissman had asked several people to draw a picture of a blastocyst (the source of stem cells) and each of the respondents drew a fetus.  Several panel discussions focused on the legal status of eSC research, in limbo due to a plethora of state regulations which ban eSC research and the Senate’s inaction on HR810, which allows for funding of eSC research under strict ethical guidelines.  Substantial effort from the Pro-Cures Coalition will go into getting this legislation passed – although it is expected to be vetoed by President Bush.  
It is thought that there are roughly 70 diseases whose treatments may be improved based on discoveries made through research using embryonic stem cells, leading to the potential of improving the quality of healthcare for 120 million patients.  This translates into billions of dollars in healthcare savings because many of these diseases are chronic and require long-term treatment and/or hospitalization (e.g. Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s diseases).  Similarly, Bob Klein (chairman of the California Institute of Regenerative Medicine and major architect of California’s Prop. 71) noted that even minor overall savings that are foreseen to arise from this research could save our health care system from bankruptcy.  By his calculations, a 2% cost savings in 6 out of those 70 conditions that may be amenable to therapies discovered through eSC research would result in a 200% payback on California’s investment (Prop. 71).  He reminded us that $100 billion was saved in the costs of housing of polio victims after the discovery of the polio vaccine by Jonas Salk in 1958.
