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appoint yet another expert advisory group
to reconsider the risks and benefits of ther-
apeutic cloning techniques, and report
back in six months, came as a final straw.
“This sets British science at a competitive
disadvantage in a field we have always
excelled in,” says Gosden.

The government’s move follows a joint
recommendation by the Human Fertilisa-
tion and Embryology Authority and the
Human Genome Advisory Committee
that research on cloning techniques
should be permitted in embryos up to 14
days old to create cell lines for therapeu-
tic purposes. Reproductive cloning—the
creation of human beings—should be
banned, the joint committee reported.
However, the government insists it needs
more evidence of the need for such
research.

“I am very disappointed with the gov-
ernment’s lame approach,” Gosden told
Nature Medicine. “There is so much anti-
science sentiment in this country…I have
decided to move to North America in
October.” Gosden will take up a post at
McGill University, Montreal, from where

he will collaborate with US institutions.
He will retain a visiting professorship at
Leeds.

Gosden, like Sir Robert Winston, a pro-
fessor of fertility studies at the Hammer-
smith Hospital, London, blames public
hostility to genetically modified organ-
isms and the row over BSE for the govern-
ment’s caution. “It seems to be politically
more acceptable to bomb the Serbs than
to sacrifice a few embryonic cells to see
whether cloned cells can be used to save
life,” says Gosden. He is strongly opposed
to reproductive cloning, but regards ther-
apeutic cloning as an entirely different
proposition involving little, if any, new
ethical territory. “All we are proposing to
do is take a biopsy from something that is
not viable,” he says.

Winston believes that the use of the
term ‘cloning’ for this type of research is
wrong. “If we’d call it tissue engineering
or nuclear transfer, this would be better,”
he says. “It isn’t cloning and shouldn’t be
seen as such.” 

The disappointment is echoed by Alan
Handyside of King’s College, London,

who specializes in pre-implantation diag-
nosis, and who has been actively consid-
ering working on stem-cell technologies.
Because there is currently no law govern-
ing the importation of stem cells, theoret-
ically it would be possible for British sci-
entists to bring cell lines in from the US,
where this field of research is progressing
and where it may soon receive a boost
from federal funding. 

Gosden, meanwhile, is unimpressed by
the idea of importing stem cells. “It is
hardly a very edifying device for British
science to be beholden to our outside
donors when we could generate our own
material,” he says. 

For companies investing in stem-cell
technologies, the question is how much
longer Britain’s researchers will have to
wait for an answer from the government.
Simon Best, managing director of Geron
Biomed, the newly created nuclear trans-
fer technology company (Nature Med. 5,
595; 1999) believes there are several good
research groups in the UK but hints that
his company might have to look else-
where if the delays persist beyond six
months. “In terms of scientific progress,
we can live with six months, but what
worries me in the longer term is the signal
this sends to the general public that there
are real concerns. I believe we have
already been through a very good consul-
tative process.”

Gosden agrees that industrial sponsor-
ship will naturally go to the front-runners.
“Perhaps this will be another example of
the benefits of a scientific lead begun here
going wholesale overseas. More impor-
tantly, any benefits to patients will be
delayed. But unlike the application of
penicillin, which had to await a chance
discovery, the potential benefits of thera-
peutic cloning are being set back for polit-
ical reasons,” he says.

Not all scientists feel that the delay is
disastrous. Robin Lovell-Badge, head of
the division of developmental genetics at
the National Institute for Medical
Research, London, whose work has
involved the identification of neural stem
cells, says he would have been “aston-
ished” if the government had given the
‘go-ahead’. 

Winston’s widely-quoted claim that
lives might be lost as a result of the deci-
sion was “extreme,” says Lovell-Badge. In
any case, he adds, there is plenty of basic
science to be done before the research can
take off, “so six months will be fairly
meaningless.”

PHYLLIDA BROWN, LONDON

UK government demonstrates committee-mania
Advertisements appeared
in selected British na-
tional newspapers last
month inviting applica-
tions for membership
and chairs of two new
strategic UK government
bodies: the Human Genetics Commission (HGC) and the Agriculture and Environment
Biotechnology Commission (AEBC).

The HGC, will report directly to the Health and Science Ministers, Tessa Jowell and
Lord Sainsbury. It will advise them on, “genetic technologies and their impact on hu-
mans.” Aspects of biotechnology not directly relevant to humans, food safety and food
standards will be covered by the AEBC.

Both panels are intended to give the British government coordinated, overarching,
long-term advice on the implications of developments in biotechnology, as was an-
nounced in the “Advisory and Regulatory Framework for Biotechnology” report in May
this year. However, this mission statement would seem to apply to several other gov-
ernment-appointed bodies, such as the 17 existing regulatory and advisory commit-
tees—11 of which relate directly to biomedical technology—which were criticized in a
recent consultation exercise for having gaps and overlap in their remits.

By the end of the year, the HGC will replace the Human Genetics Advisory
Commission, set up in 1996 to “consider the wider implications of advances in human
genetics for public policy across a broad range of areas,” (Nature Med. 4, 975; 1998).
The HGC will also replace two other relatively young advisory committees: the Advisory
Committee on Genetic Testing, which approves over-the-counter tests, and the
Advisory Group on Scientific Advances in Genetics, which advises on the public health
implications of advances in genetics.

Exactly how HGC will interact with, and oversee, the UK’s remaining eight biomed-
ical technology regulatory and advisory bodies has yet to be established. Candidates
for positions on the HGC panel will be paid around £130 ($217) per day of service

SARA ABDULLA, LONDON
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