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plantation in a host mother. The fetus 
spontaneously aborted and was found to 
have a chromosmal abnormality. 

Human embryo experiments 

Societies urge a softer line Edwards and Steptoe, well used to 
criticism themselves, wrote of their suspi
cions of "hurried decisions taken under 
pressure" and argued for an age limit on 
donors for embryo replacement because of 
the greater risks of abnormalities with in
creasing age. They felt that the host 
mother's own eggs should have been used. 
Trounson et al. replied that all parties had 
given fully informed consent to the pro
cedures and that his group respected the 
patients' right to make decisions. Dr Ed
wards last week reiterated his view that ful
ly informed consent should not be a suffi
cient condition for offering embryo 
replacement. 

A LIBERAL set of rules to govern in vitro 
fertilization of human embryos is being 
advocated by the Royal Society and the 
Royal Society of Obstetricians and Gynae
cologists (RCOG). In evidence to the 
Inquiry on Human Fertilization and 
Embryology under Mrs Mary Warnock, 
set up by the British Government last year, 
both organizations say the implantation 
stage is too soon in human development to 
be taken as an end-point for research. 

Both professional societies would thus 
go further than the provisional guidelines 
published last year by the Medical Research 
Council (MRC). But RCOG also argues 
that premises at which in vitro fertilization 
is carried out for clinical purposes should 
be licensed by the government. Among 
other things, the Warnock committee has 
been asked to say whether legislation will 
be necessary (see Nature 299, 475; 1982). 

The Royal Society's evidence, produced 
by an ad hoc group under Professor R.L. 
Gardner, goes further than MRC by con
sidering the use of in vitro fertilization in 
research screening for genetic abnormal
ities and in basic research in human 
embryology. Like MRC, the group insists 
that informed consent should be obtained 
from donors of eggs and sperm and that 
embryos produced for experimental pur
poses should "under no circumstances" be 
implanted for development in vivo. The 
Royal Society differs from MRC however, 
in saying that "it would be restrictive to 
have to specify the precise research 
purposes for which any given specimen of 
human embryonic material is obtained''. 

The report says that decisions about how 
long in vitro development is allowed to pro
ceed should be left to local ethical com
mittees. It advocates "a degree of flexi
bility" in the regulation of such work, with 
the value of information to be obtained 
from a particular experiment as a primary 
consideration, as well as how long normal 
embryonic development should be allowed 
to continue. The research possibilities 
discussed, and approved in principle, 
include the investigation of teratogenic 
effects of drugs and viruses, studies of 
metabolism and gene expression in early 
development and the genetic manipulation 
of embryos. 

The RCOG report, produced by its 
Ethics Committee under the chairmanship 
of Dr J.D. Loudon, approves the practice 
of in vitro fertilization and of embryo 
replacement, or the use of ovae from a 
donor for subsequent implantation in a 
host mother. But it says that neither techni
que should be used except for a stably 
cohabiting heterosexual couple. 

RCOG suggests that a statutory body be 
established to advise the government on 
related questions, to suggest who be 
empowered to inspect premises and to keep 
a register of directors of institutions where 
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the techniques are employed. The 
committee approves research into freezing 
of embryos for storage, with a time limit, 
but recommends that embryos should be 
kept only for a foreseeable future purpose. 
It says that human embryos produced for 
research should not be maintained beyond 
the early neural development stage (day 17 
after conception). 

One of the more difficult ethical conun
drums raised in this evidence is whether 
the new techniques should be offered to all 
couples who request this assistance and 
who give fully informed consent, even 
when there are known risks. RCOG con
cludes that such decisions should be left to 
the individual physician, but the question 
has been highlighted by a recent exchange 
of letters in the British Medical Journal. Dr 
Patrick Steptoe and Mr Robert Edwards, 
who pioneered in vitro fertilization in Bri
tain, severely criticized Dr Alan Trounson 
and others in Melbourne for using eggs 
from a 42-year-old infertile woman for im-

Cancer research 

The Warnock Committee has now com
pleted taking formal written evidence, 
although it is not expected to report before 
next year. The British Medical Association 
has another committee on the question 
which is reporting shortly on ethics in the 
field of in vitro fertilization but its recom
mendations are unlikely to be as liberal as 
those offered by the Royal Society and 
RCOG. Tim Beardsley 

Support for charity sustained 
PEOPLE'S wish to see cancer cured is 
stronger than ever - that seems to be the 
message of the 1982 report of the Imperial 
Cancer Research Fund (ICRF), one of the 
top three medical charities in Britain. 
ICRF's income last year was £18.8 million, 
10 per cent more than in the previous year 
and, in real terms, larger than at any time in 
the past decade. 

Spending on research, largely at ICRF's 
London laboratories in Lincoln's Inn 
Fields, decreased slightly in real terms but 
remained at the comparatively high level of 
1981. Even so, ICRF managed to increase 
its accumulated capital from £31.4 to £34.5 
million. 

Two new projects and the fruition of 
another are likely to alter the balance sheet 
in future years. The laboratories being built 
at South Mimms, just north of London, 
will cost ''many hundreds of thousands of 
pounds each year" once they start 
operating under the direction of Dr 
Thomas Lindahl, probably in 1985. 

Lindahl will move there from the ICRF 
laboratories in Mill Hill, London, which 
are due to close down soon. Other senior 
staff will move to a new developmental 
biology unit at the University of Oxford's 
department of zoology with Professor 
Richard Gardner as honorary director. In 
return for use of the laboratories, ICRF is 
contributing building costs. 

The other new project is a laboratory at 
St Bartholomew's Hospital in the city of 
London, devoted to the pursuit of on
cogenes. The new laboratory, costing 
£500,000 to construct and £200,000 to run 
each year, will open this autumn with Dr 

John Wyke of ICRF as director; he will 
also become director of the medical on
cology unit at St Bartholomew's which is 
already maintained by the fund. 

Although Wyke's move will double the 
size of his group and leave him well placed 
to initiate studies on oncogenes in human 
tumours - an area conspicuous by its 
absence from the ICRF programme- he 
has no immediate plans to do so. Instead, 
he and his collaborators plan to stick to 
much of their present programme of 
research, concentrating on animal models 
in an attempt to discover the normal func
tions of the genes that are occasionally con
verted into oncogenes. 

Launching the annual report last week, 
Dr Walter Bodmer, scientific director of 
ICRF, drew particular attention to a new 
association of a hormone abnormality with 
an increased risk of cancer that is emerging 
from a long-term prospective study of the 
female population on Guernsey. 

The study, which has involved the 
analysis of blood and urine samples of 
13,000 women over 22 years, has revealed a 
''highly significant deficit'' in the excretion 
of androgen metabolites in the 30 women 
who subsequently died of ovarian cancer. 
Although the conclusions are still ten
tative, Dr Jack Cuzick, the statistician who 
has made the study, estimates that the in
crease in relative risk of ovarian cancer in 
women with low androgen excretion is two
to three-fold, about the same as that 
already established for a group of Guern
sey women with hormonal abnormalities 
and at increased risk of breast cancer. 

Peter Newmark 
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