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SUMMARY

The paper examines four important z‘op‘ics su] aced in .Zhe Ztlzzg‘ai del;:ﬁ
concerning stem cell vesearch. After lzm./mg briefly conschqz , );zr.s , Siibze
tific and, second, therapeutic expectations as well as, Zzu‘f‘, the po;s ol
sources of stem cells, finally the issues re{afed to embryonic szlen;ce e
ceive a greater attention. Three insights from t/zel Romgn C?Z. ZOIZC, nF.’St
tradition are proposed as possibly related to this issue in par t;(cu ar. Fir r:
we refer to those conditions that allow for research on cells ‘Z‘a‘ en frc;{m Om
gans or tissues as well as from aborted fetuses. Recent deczszon.S ta [E,:' ]
the USA and Germany concerning stem cell_ resear_clz are rgad\ inre ‘atz.on
to this first insight. Second, the definition 'of what is n'%ale;'fzal co;];;zrea )z;oOn—
appears to be relevant. Third, the emphasis on social ]ZL.SZ]lC‘e and Zz 1
motion of the common good express concerns shared within society.

Expectations . - ]
The current research concerning stem cells captures our at

tention for its novelty and opportunities. It ;ould allow us to in-
crease our understanding of cell differentla}tlon process, how ét tls
controlled and how we could reproduce it. This is expected to
transform biology and medicine..Further, even more relel\./antt‘ are
the possible benefits we could gain from therapegtlc e%p}}z ica 1(:ﬁ1s
that would be based on knowing the characteristics of t esle ce ?
Each of these benefits is largely expe;ted ar}d strong }tir wel-
comed—as it has been confirmed by th(? increasing med1ah enzy
on stem cells, and their potential uses, in the recent monltj s,
The first element that characterizes the ethical debate is,
therefore, the fact that stem cells seem to offer to us the possi-
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bility of radical, definitive healing for many pathologies that af-
flict humankind. Just to give an example, we could think to
pathologies that depend on nerve damage, on cell necrosis, as
well as circulatory suffering and metabolic diseases.

As a consequence, some authors are suggesting that these op-
portunities require from us to strongly promote research'. In
particular, this approach would allow us to address the issue of
stem cell sources by permitting, even promoting, research on a
particular source that seems to be more promising, that is, em-
bryonic stem cells?.

Ignorance

A second element that surfaces in the ethical debate concerns
our limited knowledge of stem cells®. We are only at the begin-
ning of this research. We are not sure yet what will be the real
potential of these cells in terms of their ability to differentiate
and to become each cell type. We need to research in order to
verify both our hypotheses as well as the first data that are com-
ing from animal studies.

Among what needs to be confirmed stands the hypothesis that
embryonic stem cells, placed in culture dishes with growth fac-
tors, cannot become embryos®. These cells divide in two identical
cells for an indefinite number of times (probably not infinite, as
it was earlier suggested) before mutations occur. Later, in a spe-
cific growing milieu, each of these cells can differentiate in one
of the many cell types. Tt seems that the ability to differentiate
would go beyond differences in embryonic development®,

Scientists, bioethicists, ethical committees and commissions
consider our ignorance on stem cells’ properties as a major ar-
gument in favor of research. This could explain the willingness
to promote research in various countries, with or without regu-
lations®. It is an approach not only understandable but that can
be shared by simply considering the possible expected benefits
that are at stake. However, discussions and disagreements sur-
face when we consider possible preferential directions of re-
search or limits that should be proposed and kept. Again, this is
tge C?se of stem cell sources, that we consider more in detail
shortly.
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From an ethical point of view, it is relevant to reflect on issues
in a research field in which many questions are raised and need
to be answered, many hypotheses are advanced and need to be
confirmed or dismissed. On the one hand, caution is required.
On the other hand, it is necessary to make ethically sound sug-
gestions that can guide decisions and improve our knowledge.

Sources

In the ethical debate on stem cells, the third, and largely dis-
cussed topic concerns the sources of human stem cells. Embry-
onic stem cells are at the center of this debate, particularly when
they are produced from embryos stored in fertility banks, or made
for research purposes, or obtained from voluntary abortions.

On the contrary, the other sources of human stem cells do not
raise significant ethical problems, provided that informed con-
sent is given and standards for safety on research are followed.
I 'am not aware of any bioethicist arguing against using stem
cells that are found in adults (adult stem cells), in blood as well
as various tissues, or umbilical cord blood stem cells, or from
spontaneously aborted embryos and fetuses’. However, all these
sources, compared to embryonic stem cells do not appear to be
first choice’, each one for specific reasons. Within the sources in
this group, studies based on umbilical cord blood stem cells
have not yet been published—at least at my knowledge. There-
fore, it is not clear yet whether these cells have the same degree
of potency and plasticity that characterize embryonic stem cells.

In the case of stem cells obtained from aborted embryos and
fetuses, it has been argued that they are not particularly indi-
cated for research intended to therapeutic applications. In fact,
we should suppose that their development was stopped because
of genetic mutations or metabolic problems. Hence, they are not
regarded by researchers as an appropriate stem cell source.

Adult stem cells are not easily found in blood and tissues.
Then, it is not simple to cultivate, multiply, and keep them di-
viding. Further, contrasting findings are proposed concerning
their ability to differentiate in many cell types®. In fact, recent
works, that showed their versatility and plasticity, have been
challenged because other scientists could not reproduce the
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same results’. Even more recent findings are questioning these
reports. Two independent works, published by Narure on April
5t 2002, show that adult stem cells cannot differentiate in many
cell lines.'® What appeared to be theijr ability to differentiate in

chromosomes return to their normal number; these hybrids die;
they differentiate in functioning normal cells; etc.),

From a scientific point of view, embryonic stem cells appear
to be the choice source. They multiply and differentiate. They
are easily collected and cultivated (often in mouse fibroblasts’
feeders). Further, usually researchers have g good experience
working with them because of their studies on lab animals (e.g.,
mouse).

quire we dispose of embryos to produce them, at least initially,
until we have a sufficient number of lines. We are al] aware that,
within the public forum, the embryos’ status is a highly debated
issue. It is enough to remember the public debate on abortion in
the recent decades, in the USA and European countries, and
how it can still divide society (e.g., in the USA). Then, we all
know that the Roman Catholic church joined, even led, those
within society and scientists who oppose any use of embryos to
produce stem cells.

Roman Catholic official teaching looks with interest and

supported and promotedm}provided it occurs without violating
human dignity and justice'’. The reason for this endorsement is
that technical and technological progress can be used to pro-
mote the common good of humankind—a goal that is quite
largely sought within society, not exclusively in Catholic milieux.
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fense part of the moral ethos in contemporary societies, well be-
yond the limits of the Catholic church.

I mentioned healing as key ethical criterion in dealing with
scientific progress. However, the implications of choosing it can
lead to different, even opposing conclusions and decisions. In
particular, those who see healing as a value prior to due respect
for embryos argue that spare embryos from fertility banks
could—even should—be used in order to promote healing as a
good. They compare the discarding of embryos—that probably
will occur anyway in a matter of years since their storage—to the
benefits in terms of possible therapies and treatments for, they
affirm, millions of sick persons who are suffering today. The ar-
gument is compelling. Together with rhetoric that should be un-
masked'?, this balancing of values is largely shared within soci-
ety, and strongly opposed by Roman Catholic official teaching.

What we have described so far seems to end up in an inpasse.
On the one hand, scientists lean to work on human embryonic
stem cells because of their expected qualities and the hopes that
they raise in terms of possible therapeutic applications. Cn the
other hand, the Roman Catholic church® has repeatedly joined
her voice to that of those who want research on stem cell to
progress, but without destroying any embryos on the way'?,

The human embryo

To examine the human embryo’s status within Roman
Catholic magisterial teaching, we need to make an important
clarification. This teaching seems to acknowledge that it is diffi-
cult, probably impossible, to determine exactly from biological,
philosophical, and theological points of view when human life
begins during embryo development. Then, in order to defend as
much as possible human life since its earlier stages, the Roman
Catholic magisterium has chosen the position that gives to us
major warranties, that is, the zygote'® is considered an individ-
ual.’® This position, that is affirmed by the Congregation for the
Boctrine of the Faith in the 1987 document Instruction on Re-
spect for Human Life in Its Origin and on the Dignity of Procre-
ation: Replies to Certain Questions of the Day (Donum vitae)'” ,
has been reaffirmed in more recent magisterial documents—for
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Z);;l}gple, John Paul II's 1995 encyclical letter 7%e Gospel of
ife'®.

Impasse?

How is it possible to combine the ethical Stance that requires
Teéspect toward human life since jts carlier stages with the stance
that aims to promote healing as much as possible, even by using

Three solutions

A first solution is to stand on ethically certain ground. The
Pontifical Academy for Life, for example, has repeatedly sup-
ported scientists in their reseg 'ch on stem cells, but it has asked
from them to avoid using embryonic stem cells’?,

on scientific developments that make possible to produce stem
cells by using adult somatic cells®®, The technique, called autol-
O80us somatic nuclear transfer, has been suggested as a way in
which scientists could obtain stem cells by avoiding producing
embryos. The proposal was advanced by the Commission,
chaired by the Nobel Prize Prof. Renato Dulbecco, named by the
Italian Health Minister of the time, Prof. Umberto Veronesi, and
published on December 28™ 20002 This Commission pro-
posed, as ethically acceptable, the autologous somatic nuclear

Ethical debate on stem cell research and Roman Catholic insights

proposed is merely a semantic distinction or a more substantial

possibility.

After having suggested a first pragmatic solution, and a sec-
ond scientific possibility, a third way could be offered by explor-
ing both the Roman Catholic moral thought and tradition for
cases that could offer to us insights on today’s issue concerning
research on embryonic stem cells. In the case it would be possi-
ble to confirm the finding that human stem cells, even from em-
bryos (taken from blastocysts and placed in culture to become
cell lines) cannot develop in embryos, any research that uses
these cells would be analogous to studying cells taken from or-
gans or tissues as well as from an aborted fetus®®. Then, the
standing moral problem would be the destruction of blastocysts
in order to obtain a sufficient number of cells to create cell lines.
I address this issue later by discussing the issue of material co-
operation.

It is well known how the Roman Catholic church opposes vol-
untary abortion. However, research on voluntarily aborted fe-
tuses can be considered morally licit if six conditions are re-
spected?®*;

1. We are certain of the fetuses’ death.

2. No previous agreements have occurred between the woman
performing abortion and the medical professionals involved
in the abortion: in any way abortion has been promoted in
order to obtain specimens for research purposes.

3. A free informed consent has been given by both the parents
or the fetus’ mother.

4. There is a scientific need to examine and study the dead fetus

for diagnostic, therapeutic, and research purposes that can-

not be achieved in any other way.

It is granted due respect to every human corpse.

It is excluded any possible commerce and economic advan-

tage.

NN

In other words, it could be possible to affirm that, while hold-
ing the Roman Catholic care for defending human life since its
beginning, it could exist a way in which a limited space for re-
search on embryonic stem cells could be ethically allowed.
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Two decisions

The further step of our reflection on the ethical debate con-
cerning embryonic stem cells concerns the possibility of relating
this approach from the Roman Catholic moral tradition to con-
temporary ways of addressing the ethical issues raised by stem
cell research. Two recent decisions have some interest in this re-
gard.

Two countries have taken a twofold approach. First, they af-
firmed that research on human stem cellg should go ahead by
preferentially choosing stem cells from sources that are not eth-
ically problematic. Second, researchers should also have access
to information that can be gained by studying human embryon-
ic stem cells. Limits can be set to achieve this goal, that is, by
limiting researchers to use stem cell lines that are already avail-
able around the world.

The USA and Germany are the rwo states I refer to. Decisions
on this matter where taken, respectively, by President George W.
Bush, Jr, and by the German Parliament (Bz,mdesmg)zs. Both in
the USA, on August, 9" 2001, and in Germany, on January, 30"
2002, it has been decided to limit and control the number and
type of research done on human embryonic stem celjs, It has
been accepted the argument, both scientific and moral, that it is
necessary to acquire a deeper knowledge of these cells, particy-
larly in what they are and how they differentiate. At the same
time, there is awareness that any decisjon concerning the use
and disposal of embryos require respect and cannot be taken
lightly. In both States, research has been limited to human em-
bryonic stem cells from about sixty cell lines existing around the
world, already available at those dates. Researchers are not al-
lowed to produce new human embryonic cell lines, at least with
government funding®®. The existing lines result from spare hu-
man embryos stored in fertility clinics. Initially produced as ex-
tra embryos for assisted fertilization purposes®, later these cou-
ples, with their informed consent, allowed researchers to use
their embryos for research, because they neither intended con-
tinuing to cryopreserve their embryos for further reproductive
burposes, nor disposing of them,
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Material cooperation

10 verify
We can now verify the six conditions—required by the Roman
Catholic moral tradition to research on voluntarily aborted fe-
tuses—by applying them to stem cell research in the cage of the
decisions made in the USA and Germany?*?,
1. It seems that the available human embryonic stem cell lines
cannot develop in embryos. ‘
2. The embryos that have been destroyed to produce these lines
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5. Respect is presupposed while manipulating embryos and
stem cells.
6. Commercial inducements are not present.

This last condition is problematic because scientists, biotech
companies, and laboratories involved in this research field are
aware that stem cells could offer us enormous potential benefits
both in terms of medical applications as well as in terms of prof-
its they could generate.

The market

The awareness that stem cell research is expected to create
‘ereat business’ has been present in the ethical debate® and it
characterizes a major ethical concern within the Roman Catholic
moral tradition, together with that on the embryo status.

Together with ‘love for knowledge and scientific progress’,
economic interests lead private companies and state research
agencies to be involved and invest in stem cell research. This
draws us to reflect on the ethical principles, values, and virtues
we should refer to within the market economy, particularly in
the most economically advanced countries, where this research

is currently promoted and financed, and where the necessary

technology and investments are available.

It is evident that in other countries and continents health pri-
orities are so limited, compared to their needs and urgencies,
that the available funding is absorbed by primary health pro-
jects, that are vaccinations, reduction of infant mortality, etc.

Consequently, many authors have drawn our attention to the
need for examining ethical issues concerning stem cell research
not only by focusing on the research itself, but by considering the
wider social context that should benefit from this research re-
sults.”® For example, it is not sufficiently addressed that the thera-
peutic application of this research could benefit, first and fore-
most, the financial, cultural, and political élires that probably will
have access to them. Of course, this is not only a matter of concern,
but a reality in countries like the USA in which a large number of
citizens cannot benefit of minimal and basic health services. How-
ever, this could become a more generalized issue in the case the
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tendency that is currently surfacing will be confirmed, that is, to
limit the number and quantity of free services offered to citizens
by National Health Services—where they are in place.

Questions

The ethical debate on stem cell research should help us to
clarify what are the overall goals pursued. What is the place as-
signed to address the health needs of those who find themselves
ill or in a situation of limited social development because of
problematic, even dramatic health conditions? Are we assisting
to the spreading of a rhetorical discourse that largely uses the
‘goodness of humankind’ theme, but that is mostly dominated
by less explicit motivations?

We cannot exclude a positive answer to this question, proba-
bly betraying a hermeneutic of suspicion—more Christian than
Roman Catholic. It stands the urgency of supporting stem cell
research because of the expected benefits in terms of promotion
of human health. But this support includes choices, concrete in-
volvement, and projects aimed at reducing health inequality. A
major unjust gap exists between North and South of the world,
between countries more technologically advanced and those less
industrialized, as well as within rich countries, e.g., between in-
ner cities and suburbs.

Therefore, I am highlighting an ethical approach that reflects
on stem cell research without separating it from a critical analy-
sis of our global health system and in light of health needs. This
qualifies a social justice perspective and the goal to be pursued
is the common good of humankind.

Both social justice and the promotion of common good are
typically, but not exclusively, Roman Catholic®. It is a good that
includes the person’s good, because of one’s dignity, as well as
that of associations, groups, local and international institutions,
nations, and the whole humankind. Of course, it is a good that
needs to be spelled out and traduced in concrete projects—tasks
that still lay ahead.

Conclusion

At the beginning of these pages I highlighted the current ini-
tial development of scientific research on stem cells, in which
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our knowledge on these cells’ properties is still growing and in
the process of being updated. From an ethical point of view this
assumption could lead us to promote research, in order to im-
prove our information, but by setting limits. The Roman
Catholic moral tradition supports scientific progress, strives for
appropriate therapies for the ill, requires respect for embryos,
works for promoting social justice—particularly for those who
are healthy, socially, culturally, and economically less well-
offf’—and aims to the common good of humankind. Resources
from this tradition could be used to argue that a careful, limited
and controlled use of already available embryonic stem cell lines
could be considered morally licit, at least in terms of material
cooperation. The approach currently set in the USA, and in the
process of becoming operative in Germany, could be examples.
Of course, we should be ethically vigilant and ready to verify
their application as well as their ability to provide what they are
aimed at, that is, a new possibility for treating diseases and, in
such a way, promoting the common good of humankind.
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