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The scientists used the cells so that they
would produce dopamine when implanted into
the brains of rats and mice. Dopamine is the
key brain chemical missing in Parkinson's
patients, and which gives rise to the classic
symptoms of tremor and rigidity.

Drug treatment for Parkinson's has only short-
lived beneficial effects, and researchers have
had difficulty obtaining sufficient supplies of
dopamine-producing cells from foetal tissue
for use in brain transplants.

"What stem cell research provides is finally to
get an adequate source of cells that one can
produce in tubes that the neurosurgeons can
implant,” Dr Isacson said. "This would be a
revolution.™

'Medical moonshot’

But if scientists are to take the research
further, they will need support from
politicians. Ethical concerns about the use of
embryos mean public researchers can only
use stem cells if they are sourced from private
labs.

Jeffrey Martin, a Parkinson's sufferer and
campaigner, told the AAAS meeting that he
was hopeful the new US Government would be
a supporter of biomedical technology and
extend the scope of funding.

"If the public is made aware of the
opportunities here then the president will in
fact do what he said in his campaign in Florida
in September and launch what he called a
medical moonshot to cure a number of age-
old diseases with new resources and new
resolve.”

Dr McKay said it was possible the new
Parkinson's treatments would be developed in
a country where the regulatory framework
covering stem cell research was most benign.

"Recently the British Government has moved
forward in this area,” he said. "There has also
been very positive moves from the French and
Dutch Governments in the use of stem cells as
a clinical treatment.”
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