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Ethics and innovation: the values of Italian scientific research
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“Yesterday we saw the reconstruction of a trachea thanks to the amniotic stem cells. We are still at
the animal testing stage, but will soon start testing on humans. It will take just a few years.” At the
inauguration of the Boston Biocell Centre, Professor Giuseppe Simoni was very enthusiastic. Coming
to teach here, in the cradle of innovation, is a deserved achievement for him. Indeed, Simoni has worked
on the stem cells extracted from amniotic fluid, for 30 years, developing an even safer, more reliable
technique. While research focused on embryonic stem cells, his centre was developing an alternative,
which could now turn out to be better.
 
According to Prof. Pierfrancesco Bolis, lecturer at the University of Insubria, and head physician at the
“Circolo” Hospital, “The internationalisation of Biocell is going in the right direction. For the first time
in history, an Italian group is bringing a technique here, not just an idea. This has also amazed the
Governor, Patrick Deval.”
But why are amniotic stem cells so important? “Amniotic stem cells are the best we have discovered
so far.” Bolis explains. “Up to now, we have been giving either no, or incorrect information, in Italy.
Whenever we talk about genetics, people tend to withdraw. It’s rather like talking about sex during the
Victorian age. We should say at once that working on the amniotic stem cells presents no ethical
problems. Taking these cells presents no risk for the foetus or for the mother. We can’t ask a woman to
undergo amniocentesis only to remove cells, but I think it’s perfectly ethical to inform her of this
possibility, when she has already decided to undergo this test.”
So, in highlighting the ethical aspect, there is a distinct element of the Biocell Centre policy: “The
preservation of these cells entails no questions of ethics,” Bolis explains, “because there are no other
implications, as there are in the case of embryonic cells.”
 
However, at the moment, only a few women know about the opportunities provided by preserving the
amniotic stem cells. “They don’t know about this, but I think it would be appropriate to suggest cell
preservation.” explains the expert. “At the moment, this is the best opportunity because, after the
amniocentesis test, we need only a few cubic centimetres of fluid, with no other problems. We should
consider that we developed a technique when it was still thought that the embryonic cells were the best
available, which, as we know, created all sorts of problems, also of an ethical nature.”
 
The promises of this sector appear hopeful: although they are still experimental, there are many
therapies based on this resource and, in the future, they could improve so many lives. Not just in Italy,
but throughout the world.
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