
16 September 2002

The Secretary

Senate Community Affairs Legislation Committee

Site S1 59

Parliament House 

Canberra   ACT  2600

Dear members of the Committee
The Research Involving Embryos Bill (2002) currently before the Senate will - in concert with State legislation - determine whether the National Stem Cell Centre (NSCC) is able to carry out important research in Australia using embryonic and adult stem cell lines to create medicines to relieve human suffering throughout the world.

Australia has, for its size, made very significant international contributions to medical research; and our Nobel Laureates, Howard Florey, Macfarlane Burnet, John Eccles and Peter Doherty, have been world leaders.

Millions of lives can benefit if Australia's pioneering work in embryonic and adult stem cell research is encouraged. 

The NSCC regards its greatest priority as an ethical commitment to contribute to relieving the suffering caused by diabetes, Parkinson's disease, multiple sclerosis, stroke, paraplegia and many other debilitating diseases. 

Throughout the history of medicine, new areas of research and treatment have often been deeply controversial. Insulin, in vitro fertilisation, heart, kidney and liver transplants, chemotherapy, and bone marrow transplants (themselves an early use of stem cells) were all controversial when first introduced. In time, these treatments have all become generally accepted and made major contributions to the health and welfare of mankind. 

The NSCC Board is deeply conscious of the importance of understanding and applying ethical principles to stem cell research and has set up its own Ethics Committee for this purpose.

The Centre brings together leading Australian and overseas scientists in a national initiative to continue their adult and embryonic stem cell research in Australia. We are confident the formation of the Centre will give Australia the critical mass in stem cell research needed to maintain leadership in this rapidly-developing field.

Work on stem cells will continue in Europe and North America and it is likely that new medicines and therapies will be developed from research based on embryonic cells. The question is whether Australia will be able to play its part in this development or relinquish its leadership and waste its outstanding stem cell research skills and lose them to overseas interests.

In time the difference between allowing or disallowing this research here will not be an ethical one. We will not say “No” to these medicines; we will not condemn thousands of Australian adults and children to intolerable suffering. We will use these medicines and, if the promise of stem cell research is even partly realised, some people with fatal illnesses will live longer and the quality of life of many more who live with debilitating disease will be improved.

If we do not permit embryonic stem cell research in Australia, we will eventually be required to import the fruits of stem cell research and the considerable commercial benefits will flow to overseas researchers and manufacturers. 

The NSCC Board hopes the Senate Committee and the Senate will carefully consider the points we make herewith and then give wholehearted support for the Research Involving Embryos Bill (2002). 

On behalf of the National Stem Cell Centre board of directors

Robert W. Moses
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