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Transplant hope for 
Parkinson's patients 

 
The technique boosts dopamine levels in the brain 

Scientists have developed a surgical technique 
which they say could offer future hope to 
patients with Parkinson's disease. 

Researchers in the US have found that 
transplanting new cells into the brains of rats 
helps to reduce symptoms of the disease.  

Researchers at the US National Institute of 
Neurological Disorders believe the technique 
could ultimately play a role in treating humans 
with Parkinson's and other brain diseases.  

In laboratory tests, 
they transformed 
embryonic mouse stem 
cells into neurons 
(nerve cells) which 
were then transplanted 
into rats with 
Parkinson's disease.  

The neurons are able to 
produce the chemical dopamine. It is the 
reduction of dopamine in the brain that is 
responsible for many of the symptoms of 
Parkinson's, such as problems with 
movement.  

Further research  

However, they warned that their findings were 
still preliminary and said further study is 
needed before the technique could be used on 
humans.  

Dr Ronald McKay, of the institute and one of 
those involved in the study, said the research 
was among the first to show that embryonic 
stem cells could develop into neurons that 

 
If we are to try this 
in humans we will 
need to know much 
more  
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Cambridge Centre 
for Brain Repair  
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function in the brain.  

He said: "We now know that we can start with 
embryonic stem cells and end with dopamine 
neurons. We do not know if we can make 
dopamine neurons by starting with any other 
cell type."  

Dr Audrey Penn, acting director of the 
institute, said the study was important.  

"Dr McKay's experiments further our 
understanding of the potential of stem cells to 
develop into differentiated neurons," she said. 

"They provide proof of principle that we can 
start with embryonic stem cells and end up 
with dopamine neurons that are useful in a 
model for Parkinson's disease."  

Dr Roger Barker, from the Cambridge Centre 
for Brain Repair, said: "I think it is possible 
that embryonic stem cells could be used to 
treat neurodegenerative conditions but we are 
still a long way off.  

"We have to better understand the long-term 
profile of these cells when they are grafted. 
This is a significant step forward but it is only 
with mice and if we are to try this in humans 
we will need to know much more."  

The study is published in the journal Nature.  
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