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1. What kind of work have you done in the area of stem-cell research? How long have you been doing this research? My lab has been focusing on the use of stem cells found in great abundance in fat tissue to treat blood vessel disease for more than 5 years. 

 2. What compelled you to become interested in this work? As a practicing cardiologist, my research interests have always focused on blood vessel diseases.  I wanted to find a way to use cells with regenerative capabilities that could be found in abundance and were autologous (taken from the patients’ own cells, thus posing no risk of rejection). More importantly, stem cells from adult tissue sources avoid the moral or ethical concerns with their use.

 3. Do you find your fellow researchers receptive to pursuing other options of research besides embryonic stem-cell initiatives? My colleagues are actively pursuing stem cells from adult sources because of their track record of success. Adult stem cells derived from bone marrow and umbilical cord blood are currently being used to cure leukemias and other blood disorders and certain forms of cancer. No therapies in humans have been successfully performed using stem cells derived from embryos.
4. What are the diseases that are most likely to be helped with adult stem-cell research and why? In addition to leukemias and anemias that are already being treated successfully with therapies using umbilical cord blood derived stem cells, our lab is currently conducting the only FDA approved clinical trial using a patient’s stem cells derived from bone marrow to treat peripheral artery disease (PAD) which is a condition resulting from poor circulation in the legs that often results in amputation. After the initial Phase I safety trial, we will be able to expand in multiple directions where we can alter the route of delivery of the cells (intra-arterial injection) and hopefully make the cells work better with genetic engineering and using other stem cell sources such as adipose tissue (fat).  Our goal is to proceed with this therapy to help heal heart tissue that has been destroyed by disease or heart attack. Stroke, Parkinson’s disease, spinal cord injury, diabetes and cancer are other targets for treatment using adult stem cells. What we do know is that adult stem cells have the ability to home to a specific site within the body that is injured or diseased. These cells then act as recruiters and catalysts, thus enhancing recovery of damaged cells. Intensive cell biology research is needed to learn about how and why this happens.
5. Why is adult stem-cell research the most promising right now over embryonic stem-cell research? What are the advances in adult stem-cell research? There appear to be several advantages with adult stem cell therapies. Adult stem cells appear to be as flexible as those derived from an embryo. Adult cells are already somewhat specialized and are poised to repair disease within the body; embryonic stem cells are poised to create a baby. Adult stem cells are not subject to immune rejection as the cells are obtained from the patient, not a random embryo donor. Adult stem cells are readily available and in some cases easy to procure such as those found in the fat, skin and bone marrow.  Others are trickier to obtain such as those found in the olfactory bulb. Actual therapies using adult stem cells have been used to treat patients for more than a decade.  Umbilical cord blood transfusions have successfully treated    Fanconi’s anemia in children, a life-threatening condition. This source of stem cells has great potential to treat a variety of other blood disorders.

6. Do you see a debate among your peers over the ethics of embryonic stem-cell research or is it a non-issue? I think that the debate over embryonic stem cell  research is just as active among the lay public as it is within the scientific      community.  I do believe, however that most scientists are primarily interested in making the best discoveries to help patients as quickly as possible.  I think that adult stem cells hold more promise for developing therapeutics and will          accelerate finding cures for life-threatening diseases.
 7. What do you think the big push is for embryonic stem-cell research with some researchers over adult stem-cell research? I think it is believed that stem cells from human embryos can potentially provide endless supplies of cells with defined characteristics. I think it is also believed that there are vast quantities of human embryos that are available from in vitro fertilization clinics that would otherwise go to waste or be frozen indefinitely.  What I think people need to know is that adult stem cells have already been used successfully and if all efforts were focused on cells from adult sources then scientists would have a jumpstart on finding cures for life-threatening diseases.

8. Why do you feel the public isn't informed about the advances in adult stem-cell research? Stem cell research has   become a lightning rod for controversy. People have taken sides around the issue of using embryos for stem cell       research or not using embryos for stem cell research.  The lay public is mostly unaware of the differences between stem cells derived from adult sources and those for embryos.  The media likes to fuel controversy, making it a political issue rather than a scientific one.

 

9. What do you think the public should know about stem-cell research? The public needs to know that there are distinct types of “stem cells” and distinct sources for their derivation.  It should also be publicized that adult stem cells have already proven effective in treating diseases and their potential for treating a broader range of diseases is very        promising.
 

10. Do you think the continued success in the area of adult stem-cell research would essentially put and end to this   major ethical debate by eliminating the need for research on embryonic stem-cells? I think that you will always find scientists who want to push research efforts forward on all fronts with the goal of finding cures or treatment for patients who are suffering.  I feel that adult stem cell research is far ahead of research using embryonic stem cells and therefore more likely to achieve success more quickly.  Directing financial resources to support adult stem cell research is one way to accelerate success.  The source for stem cells that proves most effective at treating patients will win the race and everyone will support a winner. (Article reprinted from Our Sunday Visitor)
For more information on adult stem cell research, Dr. March may be contacted at:
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