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Ethics watch

GOOD SCIENCE AND GOOD ETHICS: WHY WE SHOULD

DISCOURAGE PAYMENT FOR EGGS FOR STEM CELL RESEARCH

Five years ago | published an article in this
journal in which | predicted that we would
soon witness an exploitative global market in
human eggs for stem cell research. That
prophecy came one step nearer on 11 June
this year, when the New York Stem Cell
Foundation (NYSCF) ethics committee voted
to allow payment for research eggs®. Their
rationale was that US federal law already
allows payment for human ova used

in fertility treatment, so why not for
research purposes?

That argument rests on a loophole in the
US Anatomical Gift Act of 1987, which
generally forbids payment for organs but, in
my opinion wrongly, exempts gametes —
both eggs and sperm — as renewable tissue.
Although sperm is renewable, it is generally
accepted that eggs are not®. Egg sale for
in vitro fertilization (IVF) is now widespread in
the United States*, which makes it seem a
‘normal’ phenomenon to which the New York
board could liken egg sale for research.

Human eggs are needed for only one type
of stem cell research: somatic cell nuclear
transfer (SCNT), in which an enucleated egg
is fused with an adult somatic cell in the hope
of producing a stem cell line that is
tissue-matched to the donor of the somatic
cell. This technique demands large quantities
of human eggs. Over 2,200 eggs are now
known to have been used by South Korea’s
Hwang Woo Suk in his vain attempt to
produce tissue-matched cell lines’.

‘Harvesting’ large quantities of eggs
requires shutting down a woman’s menstrual
cycle using a drug that can have serious side
effects, followed by stimulation to produce
unnatural numbers of eggs. This carries a risk
of ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome, which
can be fatal®. In the light of these risks and of
the gargantuan number of eggs required, it
has been argued that it is only fair to pay
women who donate eggs for research.
Proponents of payment argue that it is
actually unjust and exploitative not to pay’.

Nevertheless, the US National Academies
of Science guidelines state that “no payments
beyond reimbursements, cash or in-kind,
should be provided for donating oocytes for
research purposes”®. Other US states with
major stem cell research programmes, such
as California, also ban payment for eggs used
in research®. A European Union directive
forbids the sale of eggs for IVF but omits eggs

for research, which was not a major issue
when the directive was passed.

Itis odd that the NYSCF board should
choose this moment to opt for payment:
induced pluripotent stem cells (iPSCs) — adult
somatic cells that are reprogrammed into a
pluripotent state — now seem to offer more
promise than SCNT research. Because iPSCs
are tissue-matched to their donor, they may
yield, as was hoped for SCNT, cell lines that
could serve as a personal ‘spare-parts kit’. But
iPSCs do not require women to undergo the
dangerous process of donating eggs.

For this reason, President Obama’s new
guidelines for US National Institutes of Health
funding will direct federal money into iPSC
rather than SCNT research. These guidelines
note that SCNT techniques “require women to
donate oocytes, a procedure that has health
and ethical implications”. The bioethicist
David Jones has said: “I think Obama’s stand
is very helpful, as he is both regarded as
a champion of stem cell research ... and
as someone with an ethical vision.”

(D. Jones, personal communication.) Recently
the California Institute for Regenerative
Medicine, one of the largest US state funders,
also refused to fund SCNT proposals and
channelled more resources into iPSCs instead™.
There might be ethical issues concerning
iPSCs'2, but the process is not as risky or
potentially exploitative as SCNT.

Payment for eggs used in research raises
even greater issues of international justice than
the existing phenomenon of ‘reproductive
tourism’. In contrast to eggs used for IVF, the
genetic content of eggs used for SCNT research
is immaterial, as the eggs are enucleated.
Here, the NYSCF decision falls into the same
potential trap as the 2006 International Society
for Stem Cell Research guidelines, which
oppose paying women who are already
undergoing IVF to have some of their eggs
diverted to research but do sanction payment
for eggs that are expressly donated for
research. These guidelines have been accused
of setting up a two-tier system by protecting
women who are already undergoing IVF —who
are likely to be in developed countries — but
leaving the door open for an international
eggs-for-research market, which is more likely
to exploit economically disadvantaged women
in developing countries®:.

The potential development of an
exploitative global market is a genuine

concern, but my ethical qualms about
payment for eggs are broader. | see payment
for eggs — for either research or IVF — as
putting women at unacceptable risk and

as contributing to the commercialization

of the human body*. Thanks to the
development of iPSCs, however, it seems that

we are now in the fortunate position of not
having to choose between good science
and good ethics.

As Jesse Reynolds of the Center for
Genetics and Society has written: “After
almost a decade of attempts in labs and
debates in legislatures, cloning-based stem cell
research [SCNT] is dying a quiet death due to
its lack of progress, particularly compared
to new methods of cellular reprogramming.”**
Those who have opposed SCNT research on
ethical grounds can no longer be branded as
against scientific progress, and the dwindling
band of researchers who favour it can no
longer claim that we face a choice between
that and no stem cell research at all. And
my prophecy of an exploitative global market
may not come true, which causes me no
disquiet whatsoever.
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