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First Up: Stem Cell Research 

AZUZ: First up, President Obama signs an executive order concerning the use of human embryonic stem cells for scientific research. These are cells that can divide and renew themselves over long periods of time. What's really unique about stem cells is that they're unspecialized; meaning they haven't been genetically assigned to be a heart cell or a liver cell, for example. But under the right conditions, stem cells can be formed into specialized cells, and scientists think they can be used to help study a bunch of different diseases. Doctor Sanjay Gupta has more on the different types of stem cells and how scientists use them.
DR. SANJAY GUPTA, CNN CHIEF MEDICAL CORRESPONDENT: It's worth talking about all the different types of stem cells. Of course, embryonic stem cells are the ones that have caused so much controversy. Simply put, you have to take cells from an embryo to get these cells, and the embryo is destroyed in the process. That's where a lot of attention has been focused over the past several years. But there's other types of cells as well. Adult stem cells, for example, cells that come from blood, come from liver, come from bone marrow. These are not controversial; they come from adults. And also, something known as induced pluripotent cells (iPS cells); very exciting stuff. A couple of years ago, they started looking at skin cells, exposing them to viruses and essentially creating a type of embryonic stem cell. They are very early in the research. 
Everyone seems to agree that you need to have all these kinds of cells researched, focused on, because who knows what will lead to some sort of advance in medicine. Speaking of which, when it comes to stem cells and medical advances, the way this works is you take these and they can grow into all sorts of different cells, and you start targeting certain different disease processes, like diabetes, like Parkinson's, like heart disease, replacing the cells that have been damaged. So, for example, someone has had a heart attack, some of the heart cells have died, being able to replace some of those cells. Very, very exciting stuff.
"What has been done so far?" is a question that gets asked often. I think it's worth pointing out that it's a bit of a moving target, scientifically. Because there hasn't been much in the way of federal dollars over the past several years, we don't know what the potential really is over the next several more to come. You could start to see exponential advancements in stem cell research overall. And in January of this year, just a couple of months ago, you had the first approved clinical trial for embryonic stem cell research; it's in spinal cord injured patients. They are going to start recruiting those patients this summer. Over the next few years, we'll have a lot more information about whether or not this works.
Order Overturned
AZUZ: You heard Dr. Gupta mention that there's some controversy surrounding the use of embryonic stem cells. That's because getting them destroys the embryos. Many critics argue that this type of research can be done with other stem cells, but President Obama disagrees, and he says the work can and would be done responsibly. Suzanne Malveaux explores the debate over embryonic stem cells.
SUZANNE MALVEAUX, CNN WHITE HOUSE CORRESPONDENT: The executive order, the fulfillment of a controversial campaign promise.

U.S. PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA: If we are going to discard those embryos, and we know that there's potential research that could lead to curing debilitating diseases, Alzheimer's, Lou Gehrig's disease, if that possibility presents itself, then I think that we should, in a careful way, go ahead and pursue that research.
MALVEAUX: President Obama's order will direct the National Institutes of Health to develop revised guidelines on federal funding for embryonic stem cell research within 120 days. It will allow scientists to apply for government grants to support any stem cell research. Under President Bush, taxpayer money for embryonic stem cell research was limited, to be used for just a small number of stem cell lines that had already been created from destroyed embryos.
FORMER U.S. PRESIDENT GEORGE W. BUSH: Without crossing a fundamental moral line, by providing taxpayer funding that would sanction or encourage further destruction of human embryos that have at least the potential for life.
MALVEAUX: Obama administration officials say this is a broader effort to end the Bush administration's practice of putting ideology over science. Critics who oppose the research argue that federal funding could lead down a slippery moral slope.
REP. ERIC CANTOR, (R) MINORITY WHIP: Federal funding of embryonic stem cell research can bring on embryo harvesting, perhaps even human cloning that occurs. We don't want that. That shouldn't be done. That's wrong.
MALVEAUX: Supporters say the new policy opens the door for research that may lead to cures for diabetes, Parkinson's disease and spinal cord injuries.
SEN. CLAIRE MCCASKILL, (D) MISSOURI: My religion teaches me to heal the sick. And God gave us this intelligence to find cures for the sick. I think it's a great moment.
MALVEAUX: Critics argue it is immoral to use stem cells from human embryos because it requires destroying them. They say stem cells taken from adult bone marrow, the skin or placenta can also potentially create cells that will lead to curing disease. The issue crosses party lines, with notable Republicans Nancy Reagan, John McCain and Arlen Specter in support of Obama's plan.
Georgia colleges embrace Obama’s stem cell decision
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By ALAN JUDD
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Saturday, March 07, 2009

For eight years, scientists have taken extreme measures to continue researching how embryonic stem cells could treat illness and injury.

With limits on federal money for their studies, some set up freestanding labs, with dedicated equipment, to avoid commingling private donations with government grants.

They couldn’t use the same microscope for federally approved research and for analyzing newly derived stem cell lines. They weren’t even sure they could use their university e-mail accounts to discuss their research.

Georgia scientists couldn’t even go that far. Little or no private funding flowed into the state for embryonic stem cell research, forcing scientists at Georgia universities to study only the older lines of stem cells created before President George W. Bush imposed the federal funding limits in 2001.

On Monday, President Barack Obama is expected to reverse course, allowing federal agencies to pay for research that proponents say could find effective treatments for diabetes, Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s, spinal cord injuries and a host of other debilitating medical conditions.

The move fulfills Obama’s campaign promise to separate politics from science, said Aaron Levine, an assistant professor of public policy at Georgia Tech. Levine has written extensively about the conflict between research proponents and those who view the use of human embryo tissue as immoral.

“It’s not going to be a short-term fix, necessarily,” Levine said Saturday. “But some new lines of research may open up.”

Most important, he said, lifting the funding restriction will allow scientists to “push their research toward the most promising technologies rather than the most politically expedient technologies.”

The potential use of embryonic stem cells to create replacement human tissue has always been controversial. Days-old embryos must be destroyed to obtain the cells; they typically are culled from unused embryos that fertility clinics would otherwise discard.

Religious conservatives reacted strongly as word of Obama’s decision leaked out Friday. In an interview with the New York Times, Tony Perkins, president of the Family Research Council, called it “a slap in the face to Americans who believe in the dignity of all human life.”

Bush’s 2001 order prohibited scientists receiving federal money from studying embryonic stem cell lines created after Aug. 9, 2001. He said they could continue research on older lines. But only 21 such lines exist, and Levine and others said many lines can’t be used in human studies.

Georgia universities are strongly interested in pursuing stem cell research, said Dr. Robert Taylor, the acting director of cardiology at Emory University who conducts research in regenerative medicine. Taylor’s research involves cells collected from “peripheral” blood rather than from embryonic sources.

At the University of Georgia, faculty members at the Regenerative Bioscience Center have received federal grants to work with the old stem cell lines. Georgia Tech and the Medical College of Georgia also have continuing research into stem cell use.

Obama’s decision changes the very nature of the research, Taylor said.

“This would open up a lot of opportunity,” Taylor said. Because of the funding restrictions, he said, “the United States is drifting behind other countries.”

New funding could come from the federal government’s economic stimulus package.

The National Institutes of Health announced recently that it will award at least $200 million in grants for stem-cell research as part of the stimulus program; at the time of the announcement, however, the old restrictions remained in place.

Obama’s announcement closely follows news that federal officials had approved the first study of a treatment using human embryonic stem cells, in people who recently suffered a spinal cord injury. The study, by Geron Corp., is to begin this summer.

— The Associated Press contributed to this story.

Governor emphasizes he would oppose stem cell research
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By MARY LOU PICKEL, STACY SHELTON
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Saturday, March 14, 2009

Gov. Sonny Perdue reiterated his opposition to embryonic stem cell research Friday, saying he could not in good conscience support it.

“I think we can solve some of the tougher issues without sacrificing human embryos,” Perdue said at a news conference at the Georgia Aquarium.

Perdue spoke in favor of a bill passed by the state Senate Thursday that would prohibit the creation of an in-vitro human embryo in Georgia for any purpose other than to treat infertility.

“When it comes to acquiescence or being silent about creating human embryos, that’s where Georgia draws the line,” Perdue said.

Senate Bill 169 would prohibit therapeutic cloning, which is used to create embryonic stem cells to treat various diseases. It would also prohibit chimera experimentation — crossing human genetic material with that of animals. It would not prohibit work on existing embryonic stem cell lines, or new lines from out of state.

Opponents say the bill would hamper research that could lead to the cure of diseases. Also, such research limits would hurt the state’s ability to recruit biotech firms — a charge that Perdue dismissed. In May, Atlanta will host 20,000 biotech industry members at an international convention.

Charles Craig, president of Georgia Bio, a non-profit that promotes Georgia’s life sciences industry opposes the bill.

“It would tell the rest of the world that Georgia is anti-technology,” he said.
Stem cell issues: State could restrict research on embryos
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By MARY LOU PICKEL
The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

Tuesday, March 10, 2009

A bill that would limit stem cell research in Georgia and define a living human embryo as a person, has a good chance of coming before the state Senate for a vote Thursday.

The “Ethical Treatment of Human Embryos Act” was approved in a Georgia legislative committee Monday, the same day that President Obama lifted Bush administration restrictions on federal funding of embryonic stem cell research.

Senate Bill 169 has an 85 percent chance of coming to the Senate floor for a vote Thursday, Senate Rules Committee Chairman Sen. Don Balfour (R-Snellville) said Tuesday.

Balfour’s committee decides which bills see the light of day in the Senate chamber. The embryo bill will go before the Senate Rules Committee Wednesday afternoon and senators will decide if it will make it onto the Senate calendar for Thursday, Balfour said.

Thursday is the deadline for a bill to pass a chamber and remain alive during this year’s session.

Senate Bill 169 defines a living human embryo as a person and prohibits the destruction of an embryo for any reason, such as scientific research. Supporters say the bill does not limit study of stem cell lines already in existence or new lines that come from out of state.

The bill would also prevent a couple who decided they no longer wanted to try to become pregnant from being able to dispose of their frozen embryos kept at a fertility clinic.

Opponents say the bill criminalizes stem cell research in Georgia and would have a chilling effect on the practice of in-vitro fertilization.

Supporters say it’s an attempt to respect life â€” even that of a 6-day-old human embryo that might have a chance to live if placed inside a woman.

Proponents of stem cell research say embryonic cells hold the potential to find cures to many serious diseases, such as diabetes, Parkinson’s disease and therapy for spinal cord injuries. The cells have the ability to morph into any kind of cell in the human body.

Obama on Monday lifted an eight-year ban on federally funded research using embryonic stem cells that was in effect under President George W. Bush. Obama said his purpose was to restore scientific integrity to government decision-making.

E. Culver “Rusty” Kidd, a lobbyist for the medical industry, told the committee he opposes the bill.

“If you shuck the corn and get down to what this bill really does, you’re defining when life starts,” Kidd said.

Critics say that places the bill squarely in the debate on abortion and when human life begins.

Right to life supporters of the bill who testified at the meeting include the Georgia Baptist Convention and the Georgia Catholic Conference. The Catholic church also opposes in-vitro fertilization.

Dan Becker, president of Georgia Right to Life, argued that the bill would protect life from its earliest moment. “No one’s right for a cure supercedes another’s right to life,” he said.

Nancy Stith, executive director of Georgia Right to Life, said the fact the bill came out of committee on the same day the president lifted restrictions on stem cell research was a coincidence.

Charles Craig, president of Georgia Bio, a private nonprofit that promotes Georgia’s life sciences industry, said the legislation would hurt Georgia’s ability to recruit biotech firms.

“It would embarrass the state,” Craig said. Georgia is trying to use an international biotech convention in Atlanta in May to showcase the state as a good place to do biotechnology business.

Kenneth Stewart, commissioner of the Georgia Department of Economic Development, listened to the committee debate but did not offer an opinion. All he would say was that during the upcoming biotech convention, “The eyes of the world are going to be on Georgia.”

Tom Daniel, senior vice chancellor for the Board of Regents of the University System of Georgia, said the university system opposes the bill. “We’re concerned it would have a damaging effect on research being done now and our ability to successfully do that in the future,” he said.

Sen. David Adelman (D-Decatur) spoke against the bill, saying it addresses an area that is too complicated and controversial for a vote after only a few days of deliberation. “I’m concerned that Georgia is putting politics ahead of science,” he said. “We’ll send an unmistakable message that Georgia is an anti-science state,” he said.

Senate Bill 169 was first introduced as a bill that would prohibit another “octuplet mom” like the recent case of a California woman who gave birth to eight babies through in-vitro fertilization.

While many of the controversial provisions restricting in-vitro fertilization techniques were removed from the bill, the legislation would radically change the way clinics operate, said Dr. Andrew Toledo, a reproductive endocrinologist.

The bill would prohibit couples from donating their embryos to science or discarding them. It would place patients in an uncertain situation, paying about $500 per year to preserve embryos they no longer need, Toledo said.

Additional Resources for your use:

· your textbook

· http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/sciencenow/3302/06.html
· http://www.stemcellresearch.org
· http://stemcells.nih.gov/info/basics/basics7.asp
· http://stemcelss.nih.gov/info/scireport/2006report.htm
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