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Distinguished experts from the Member States of the WHO Eastern Mediterranean 

Region, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 

Cairo Office, and the Islamic Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(ISESCO); dear colleagues, participants, ladies and gentlemen, 

It is a pleasure for me to express my views to this august gathering of health 

researchers, ethicists, scholars and law experts from the Eastern Mediterranean Region 

and other parts of the world. Modern medicine has entered a new era, in which an 

embryonic stem cell can be coaxed to develop into most of the 220 types of cells found in 

the human body––blood cells, heart cells, nerve cells, brain cells, etc. Some researchers 

regard this as offering the greatest potential for the alleviation of human suffering since 

the development of antibiotics. Almost two billion humans worldwide suffer from 

diseases that may eventually be treated more effectively with stem cells, or even cured. 

Researchers are confident that stem cell research will lead to treatments for many 

diseases. 

Unfortunately, the benefits are not without risks. The use of stem cells in research 

has raised many ethical and legal concerns around the world. In general, there are no 
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major ethical concerns about the extraction of stem cells from umbilical cords, skin, bone 

marrow, etc., for use directly in research as long as the donor gives permission. But in the 

present day scenario, the only way to obtain the most potentially useful stem cells is from 

human embryos, and the harvesting of stem cells from embryos has become a serious 

political, religious and ethical issue. The so called “pro-life” and “pro-choice” 

movements take opposite positions about the ethics of embryonic stem cell research. 

There is general agreement that an ovum, spermatozoon, pre-embryo, embryo, fetus and 

newborn contain human DNA and are clearly alive. Thus, they are all forms of human 

life. 

The key difference between the pro-life and pro-choice movements is the point at 

which they believe human life becomes a human person and is thus worthy of legal 

protection. On the one hand, the pro-life movement generally believes that this happens 

at, or shortly after, conception. Thus, the removal of stem cells from an embryo––a 

procedure which kills the embryo––is considered to be a form of murder of a human 

being. The position is that no potential health benefits to even hundreds of millions of 

people can justify the murder of other humans. On the other hand, the pro-choice 

movement generally believes that personhood is attained much later in pregnancy, 

perhaps when the fetal brain develops consciousness during the third trimester. Thus, 

extracting stem cells from a five or ten-day old pre-embryo is not murder. The position is 

that killing a pre-embryo, which is considered only a potential human being, is justified if 

it has the potential to cure diseases and extend the lives of people. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The history of science is the history of innovations that have brought about 

revolutionary changes in the human standard of living. In the health sciences, the 

discovery of vaccines and antibiotics overturned the dominant practices and the status of 

medicine of the past. Technology has often not been welcomed or adopted by society at 

its first appearance. In our own life times ethical issues related to many fields have been 

debated by religions and societies. The question is, should we deny the promise offered 

by stem cell research and check a potentially valuable new technology? If not, will we 

have to compromise on the ethical implications?  
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Adult stem cells can also be obtained from sources other than embryos. 

Researchers began using adult stem cells from bone marrow as long ago as 1960. It was 

only in 1998 that researchers were able to isolate and cultivate embryo stem cells. Adult 

stem cell research thus has an almost four decade headstart compared to embryo-derived 

stem cells. As of 2004, promising trials using adult stem cells have been under way. 

Since mid-2007, there have been many experimental treatments available using adult 

stem cells. Meanwhile stem cells from embryos are still being experimented upon in the 

laboratory. 

In late 2007, a method was made public which involves reprogramming adult 

stem cells to have many of the properties of embryonic stem cells. In early 2002, the 

journal New Scientist reported that a team at the University of Minnesota had found stem 

cells in the bone marrow of adults that may be capable of becoming almost any of the 

220 tissue types in the human body. These “multipotent adult progenitor cells” or 

(MAPCs) might match the flexibility and potential of stem cells derived from embryos. 

Adult stem cell research has a major advantage over embryonic stem cell research 

because there are few ethical concerns surrounding it. Thus, such research offers the 

possibility of avoiding the ethical concerns of embryonic stem cell research, as well as 

the practical problems posed by obtaining a sufficient number of embryos for large-scale 

treatment.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The Regional Office, in partnership with the Standing Committee on Scientific 

and Technological Cooperation of the Organization of the Islamic Conference 

(COMSTECH), has established a special grant for research in applied biotechnology and 

genomics. Stem cell research and related ethical aspects are included in the priority areas 

of the grant. The Regional Office is also actively engaged in supporting activities aimed 

at developing ethical debate and both in health research and health care at national and 

regional levels. It has carried out short-term training programmes within the Region and, 

in partnership with the University of Toronto, Canada, has funded a programme to train 
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health care professionals from the Region for a Masters degree in bioethics. A similar 

short-term training programme will soon be launched in collaboration with the University 

of Maryland, USA. It has translated WHO publications on ethical issues into Arabic and 

engages with international organizations, such as the Council for International 

Organizations of Medical Sciences (CIOMS), the Islamic Organization of Medical 

Sciences (IOMS), ISESCO and UNESCO, to organize international meetings and 

seminars on key issues related to bioethics. 

In the current biennium (2008-2009) the Regional Office has several activities 

planned to strengthen national capacity in ethical review of research for health. These 

include: mapping of the infrastructure for ethical review of research in the Region; 

technical support to Member States to establish national ethics review committees; the 

first meeting of the forum on bioethics for the Eastern Mediterranean Region of WHO 

and Arab Region of UNESCO, and the second regional meeting for national bioethics 

committees. The Regional Office has established an Eastern Mediterranean Research 

Ethics Review Committee (EM ERC) and in future all health research proposals 

involving human subjects that will be conducted or supported by the Regional Office will 

be reviewed by this Committee. We hope this policy will further strengthen ethical 

practices in health research being conducted in the Region. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The objectives of this meeting are to initiate a regional dialogue on the scientific, 

medical, philosophical and religious aspects of human embryo research; to identify the 

current regulatory system and regulations on human embryo research in each country of 

the Region; to draft regional regulations concerning human embryo research; and to 

explore the possibility to harmonize regulations at the regional level. I sincerely hope that 

the participants of the meeting will reach a consensus on the way forward for human 

embryo research in the Region. I am once again grateful to the organizers of the meeting 

for providing me with an opportunity to express my views on the subject. 

Thank you. 


