
Observers describe the programme as slow, 
systematic and cautious. According to the 
Chinese media, engineers have made more 
than 170 technical modifications to China’s 
Long March rocket in preparation for the next 
series of launches. “As China is now really ven-
turing into terra incognita with this stage of 
its manned space programme, the unknowns 
and risks are greater,” says Eric Hagt, direc-
tor of the China programme at the Center for 
Defense Information in Washington DC.

Hagt says that the station’s small size is 
partly the result of advances in miniaturi-
zation since Mir and the ISS were designed 
and partly because China “needs to be 
economical and has stressed that all along. 
China has studiously avoided the impres-
sion that it is in a race, particularly with the 
United States.” 

China has said that its space technology 
will be compatible with that used in the ISS 
so that modules from other countries could 
dock with its station, and it promises that its 
facility will be able to host experiments from 
non-Chinese researchers. But the US Con-
gress, fearing industrial espionage, has long 
opposed any role for China in the ISS. As 
a result, the Chinese space programme has 
had no alternative but to “go it alone”, says 
Joan Johnson-Freese, an expert on national 
security and on China at the US Naval War 
College in Newport, Rhode Island. 

Last week’s announcement came just two 
weeks after the passage of a 2011 US federal 
spending bill that explicitly prohibits NASA 
from collaborating with China. ■

B Y  M E R E D I T H  W A D M A N

US scientists working with human 
embryonic stem cells found rea-
son for optimism — if not quite 

full-blown celebration — last week, after a 
high-ranking court overturned an injunc-
tion barring the National Institutes of Health 
(NIH) from funding their research. The rul-
ing, handed down by the US Court of Appeals 
for the District of Columbia Circuit, signifi-
cantly lowers the chances that opponents of 
the research will ultimately succeed in cutting 
off federal funding through the courts.

The field was thrown into disarray last 
August, when a lower court imposed the 
preliminary injunction while considering 
whether to permanently bar the government 
from funding the research (see Nature 467, 
12–13; 2010). The action sent researchers 
supported by the NIH scrambling to suspend 
experiments and freeze cell lines, and forced 
the agency to halt peer review of new grant 
applications and approvals of new cell lines. 

Seventeen days later, the appeals court 
placed a hold on the injunction while it 
considered the validity of the lower court’s 
action. That restored the status of NIH fund-
ing, but left its long-term viability in doubt. 
This has been eased by the 29 April ruling, in 
which the appeals court legally formalizes its 
earlier decision to block the injunction. 

It is, however, still possible that Judge Royce 
Lamberth of the US District Court for the 
District of Columbia, who issued the original 
injunction, will ultimately decide in favour of 
James Sherley and Theresa Deisher, the plain-
tiffs in the case. Deisher and Sherley, who both 
study adult stem cells, contend that NIH fund-
ing for research on human embryonic stem 
cells is illegal because it violates the Dickey–
Wicker Amendment, a law that prohibits fed-
eral funding for research in which embryos are 
destroyed or discarded. But it will be difficult 
now for Lamberth to contravene the finding 
of the higher court that Dickey–Wicker does 
not ban NIH funding of research involving 
human embryonic stem cells, so long as they 
are not derived using federal funds. The three-
judge panel of the appeals court concluded, 
by a two-to-one majority, that the weakness 
of the plaintiffs’ central argument means they 

are unlikely to prevail when the case is heard on 
its merits — a key legal standard for granting a 
preliminary injunction. 

The two judges wrote: “the NIH seems 
reasonably to have concluded that, although 
Dickey–Wicker bars funding for the destructive 
act of deriving an ESC [embryonic stem cell] 
from an embryo, it does not prohibit funding a 
research project in which an ESC will be used.”

The plaintiffs’ failure to meet another legal 
standard for winning the preliminary injunc-
tion — demonstrating that the harm they 
would suffer without it outweighs the harm 
caused to government-funded researchers if 
it is granted — clinched the court’s decision.

NIH director Francis Collins pronounced 
himself “delighted and relieved” by the deci-
sion. “This is a momentous day — not only 
for science, but for the hopes of thousands of 
patients and their families who are relying on 
NIH-funded scientists to pursue life-saving 
discoveries and therapies that could come 
from stem cell research.”

Others tempered their optimism with cau-
tion. “Although this is great news and an 
important decision in favour of the patients and 
researchers who support stem-cell research, 
we have a long way to go before this is finally 
resolved,” says Tony Mazzaschi, senior director, 
scientific affairs at the Association of American 
Medical Colleges in Washington DC.

The plaintiffs can still pursue a hearing 
by the full appeals court or the US Supreme 
Court, although the higher courts rarely grant 
such hearings. 

Samuel Casey, a lawyer on the team repre-
senting Sherley and Deisher, says that lawyers 
for the plaintiffs will meet soon to decide their 
next steps. “We continue to strongly believe 
we will ultimately prevail in this case,” he adds.

But researchers working with human embry-
onic stem cells hope the threat to their field is 
abating. “There’s been a feeling of excitement 
tempered by sighs of relief,” says George Daley 
of the Harvard-affiliated Children’s Hospital 
Boston in Massachusetts. On Friday, Daley’s 
e-mail inbox was flooded by messages from 
colleagues with subject lines such as “yay!” and 
“good news”. Although nothing about the day-
to-day work of his lab had changed, Daley says, 
“emotionally” the atmosphere is different. “We 
have been waiting for this for a long time.” ■

S T E M  C E L L S

US stem-cell funding 
ban overturned
Appeals court decision bodes well for continued NIH 
support of controversial research.

INTERNATIONAL
SPACE STATION
Core-module
length: 51 m
Mass: 370 tonnes
Crew: 6

10 m

CHINESE
SPACE STATION
Core-module
length: 18.1 m
Mass: 60 tonnes
Crew: 3 (projected)

MIR SPACE STATION
Core-module
length: 13 m

Mass: 140 tonnes
Crew: 3

ROOMS WITH A VIEW
Space stations past, present and future.
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