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European stem cell research

Letters to
Lawmakers
Scientists of two European-funded stem cell 
research consortia have complained about 
the negative impact that differing legisla-
tive positions in European countries are 
having on collaborative research, particu-
larly in Germany and Italy. In a joint state-
ment being sent to Members of the Euro-
pean Parliament, ESTOOLS and EuroStem-
Cell scientists are calling for harmonisation 
of current laws in the hope that their Euro-

pean counterparts are able to collaborate 
on international projects without fear of le-
gal reprisal.

Currently, stem cell legislation differs 
across Europe. Projects that are perfectly le-
gal in Sweden and the UK could result in a 
three-year prison sentence in Germany. Re-
searchers from countries with very restric-
tive legislation might also become liable by 
taking on coordinating positions in other 
European institutions.

Austin Smith, Director of the Wellcome 
Trust Centre for Stem Cell Research, add-
ed, “EuroStemCell scientists are working 
together to compare embryonic and tis-

sue stem cells and their potential for med-
ical applications. However, the situations 
in Germany and Italy present constant dif-
ficulties because our colleagues in these 
countries may be punished for taking part 
in research activities of the project.”

The statement coincided with a position 
paper by Germany’s National Ethics Coun-
cil that recommended easing legal restric-
tions intended to limit German scientists’ 
ability to conduct stem cell research. The 
Council’s main concern is that lawmakers 
should lift a ban placed on German scien-
tists, both in and outside the country, on 
using cell lines created after Jan. 1, 2002. 
Instead of using a cut-off date, the Council 
recommended establishing an independent 
panel to evaluate scientists’ plans on a case-
by-case basis. 

Horst Dreier, professor at the Law 
School of Würzburg University, said, “If 
the current rules remain, German science 
will be hopelessly sidelined.” However, the 
council’s vote wasn’t unanimous; 14 of the 
23 council members favoured changing the 
law, 9 opposed the recommendation.

In Italy, law permits work on existing 
cell lines but forbids the creation of new hu-
man embryonic stem cell lines. However, in 
practice the country‘s public funding bodies 
only allocate resources to research involv-
ing adult human stem cells.

A few weeks ago, Italian scientists, 
therefore, issued a “manifesto” for scientif-
ic research on embryonic stem cells, which 
asks for funding to be made more easily 
available for such research. “We seek a re-
orientation of the currently imbalanced 

“My cell has dull colours on the outside because it looks“My cell has dull colours on the outside because it looks
small and boring but it’s colourful inside because it’s full of life”small and boring but it’s colourful inside because it’s full of life”

Picture taken at the
Art of the Body event
at the Cheltenham
Science Festival 2007.


