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Offering Hope through Life-Giving Research 

Column by U.S. Senator Tim Johnson

Monday, July 18, 2005 

One of the most important and most urgent medical/ethical issues facing America today is whether the discarded embryos left over after fertility treatments should continue to be incinerated as medical waste, or whether some of these cells should be used to advance the life-affirming stem cell research that may well lead to cures for some of the world's worst diseases and injuries. I agree with Nancy Reagan, that allowing stem cell research to go forward could lead to cures for Alzheimer's, diabetes, heart disease, kidney disease, cancer, spinal cord injury, and countless other horrific health problems so many South Dakotans face. I also believe that choosing the potential for cure and prevention over destruction is consistent with South Dakota priorities and South Dakota values. 

I recently had an opportunity to sit down with South Dakota families and health leaders to talk about this issue. I heard from Terry and Laurie Sohl whose 2 year old son, Alexander, has juvenile diabetes. His disease threatens his future and requires daily blood testing and shots-- among Alexander's first words were, "no shot." The anguish that other South Dakotans shared with me about friends and loved ones whose minds and bodies have been ravished by disease is almost impossible to convey in words. 

I talked to wheelchair bound South Dakota veterans who tell me they will likely never recover the ability to walk or stand unless stem cell research proceeds and the secrets of nerve regeneration are discovered. Virtually every South Dakota family has a member or knows someone who could profoundly benefit from this medical research. Embryonic stem cells are taken from a blastocyst-- a ball of cells about the size of a pinpoint. A few of these cells are implanted in a woman in order for her to become pregnant and give birth. The remainder of the fertilized cells (there are hundreds of thousands of them nationwide) are then routinely destroyed. These cells that are otherwise destroyed can be used to provide the stem cells that have the capability of maturing into any component of the body and thus hold great promise to replace sick or injured cells. 

Currently, President Bush is permitting federal research funding only on a very limited number of cells that are too few to have the genetic diversity needed, and which have been contaminated with mouse cells. The private sector is permitted to proceed with stem cell research, but their capabilities will never come close to the capacity of the National Institutes of Health to find cures. 

I believe this federally-funded research should go forward under closely regulated medical and ethical requirements-- only using cells which would otherwise be destroyed, only with permission of the donors, and only if no financial compensation is allowed. Legislation to allow this research to go forward has already passed the House on a large bipartisan vote, and I will cast my vote in the Senate to choose life-giving research over incineration.

