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It's the kind of scene you'd expect in a thriller by Michael Crichton or Robin Cook.  A scientist throws some nondescript cells into a lab dish, leaves them alone for a bit and returns to find a disembodied heart thumping away.  That's not quite what's happening in Roger Pedersen's lab at the University of California in San Francisco--at least not yet.  But he has managed to turn a group of carefully tended progenitor cells into a patch of thriving, beating cardiac muscle.  "It's amazing," Pedersen says, "when you put unspecialized cells away, come back after the weekend and there's a clump of heart like cells beating before your eyes in a dish."  And that's just the beginning.  Someday, scientists hope to use cells like these to cure diabetes, Parkinson's disease and multiple sclerosis, as well as to reverse congestive heart failure and heal spinal-cord injuries.  But there are some aspects of this story that are brave new world-ish.  Known scientifically as stem cells, Pedersen's marvelously pliable cells are derived from seven-day-old human embryos, which are destroyed in the process.  Although not all stem cells are produced this way, embryonic stem cells seem for now to have the greatest potential for medical miracles.

Pedersen--and the handful of other scientists working with human embryonic stem cells--uses embryos left over from fertility attempts that would otherwise be thrown away.  Still, treating human embryos like so many tissue factories seems straight out of Huxley.  It certainly doesn't sit well with antiabortion activists--or, in many cases, with lawmakers.  In 1996 Congress banned human-embryo research by federally supported scientists, forcing researchers like Pedersen to seek private funding, most of which has been provided by Geron, a Menlo Park, California biotech company.
A lot has changed in the past couple of years, however, that might persuade Congress to reconsider.  Last September the National Bioethics Advisory Commission concluded that harvesting stem cells from discarded embryos is morally akin to removing organs from dead people for transplant.  Also, the National Institutes of Health has seized on a possible loophole.  In their view, federally funded scientists can do research on stem cells as long as someone else--say, in the private sector--actually dismantles the embryos.  Most important, a small but influential group of Republicans and Democrats on Capitol Hill has started pushing for a relaxation of federal policy.

This week, Senator Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania, who has called stem cells "a veritable fountain of youth," will convene a hearing on Capitol Hill to review both the science and the ethics of the research.  "Finally there is a very possible solution to conquering diseases that were always thought incurable," says actor Christopher Reeve, who has been paralyzed since his spinal cord was crushed in a fall from a horse in 1995, and who, along with former Senator Bob Dole and others, is scheduled to testify. "This research should go forward as fast as possible," Reeve says.  To that end, Senators Specter, a Republican, and Tom Harkin of Iowa, a Democrat, have introduced a bill to lift the ban.  Just how far they'll get in an election year is anyone's guess.
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