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"Top Scientists

Warn Against
Cloning Panic

I?ecreating Humans Would
Be Unethical, Experts Say

By Curt Suplee
Washinton Post Staff Writer

‘Numerous scientific experts—including
the Scottish researcher whose team was the
first to clone an adult mammal—yesterday
warned Congress against legislating prema-
turely on the subject of human cloning, lest a
hristy, ill-drafted law stifle promising biologi-
cal research.

Yan Wilmut of the Roslin Institute in Scot-
Iand told a crowded Senate hearing that clon-
ing humans would be “unethical” and “quite
inhumane.” His group, Wilmut said, “would
welcome any efforts that could be made on
an international basis” to ban the practice be-
fore it occurs.

But he urged that new laws should “pre-
serve opportunities to take advantage” of ad-
vénces in gene manipulation, and not “throw
out this particular baby with the bath water”
by overreacting to the cloning news. Unduly
réstricting inquiry, Wilmut said before the
Sénate Labor and Human Resources sub-
committee on public health and safety, could
severely hamper progress toward gene ther-
apies for Parkinson’s disease, cystic fibrosis
and other maladies, as well as fundamental
discoveries in the way cells specialize,

y Although world opinion has been galva-
nized by reports of the cloned sheep named
Dolly, “the discussion is actually running

ead of the science,” said Harold E, Var-
nlus, ‘director of the National Institutes of

Health. The prospect of human cloning is ex-
tgemely remote at present, Varmus said, be-
cause the techniques used are “extremely
difficult, inefficient and not established in
shecies other than sheep.” As a result,
“We're not in a moment of crisis.”

: Sen. Bill Frist (R-Tenn.), a transplant sur-
geon, had convened the hearing to “explore
all of the medical, social and ethical implica-
tions” of the cloning téchnique,

.« Three hours of testimiony by 10 witnesses
produced considerable unanimity. Nearly alt
panel members—including three bioethicists
and three representatives of biotechnology

enterprises—concurred that human cloning.

would be reprehensible but that exploitation
¢f new gene-manipulation techniques holds
extraordinary promise,

- In fact, the principal dissent came from
Sen. Tom Harkin (D-Iowa), who insisted that
i was “utter nonsense” for government to
thy to regulate scientific inquiry.-

.1 “1 don’t think there are any appropriate
limits to human knowledge—none whatsoev-
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lan Wilmut, the Scottish researcher whose team cloned an adult sheep, testifies at Senate.

er,” Harkin said, and compared the sudden
spasm of vevulsion at the possibility of hu-
man cloning to the Vatican's attempt to sup-
press the work of Galileo in the 17th centu-
ry. “Some would have us believe that Dolly is
a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” he said, but “hu-
man cloning will take place in my lifetime
and I don’t fear it. I welcome it.”

Sen. Christopher S. Bond (R-Mo.), testify-
ing earlier, took the opposite position, speak-
ing in favor of a bill that would make perma-
nent President Clinton’s temporary ban on
human cloning experiments and federally
funded embryo research. “There are aspects
of life,” Bond said, “that should be off-limits
to science,”

Several witnesses expressed similar senti-
ments, “T hope that you are wrong,” Wilmut
told Harkin, because “I have never heard of a
potential application” of cloning—including
cases in which parents lose their only child to
disease—"that I would find ethically accept-
able.” '

James A. Geraghty, president of Genzyme
Transgenics Corp., a Massachusetts biotech-
nology firm, emphasized that “everyone in
the biotechnology industry shares the un-
equivocal conviction that there is no place
for the cloning of human beings in our soci-
ety.” )

George Annas, a health law expert from
Boston University, agreed with Harkin that
it was difficult to control science, but
stressed that “novelty is not always the same
as progress.” The Dolly debate provides an
ideal opportunity “to establish a new regula-

tory framework” for directing medical exper-

imentation, he said.

But any such framework, several experts
cautioned, wouid have to be very carefully

on research. For example, R. Alta Charo of
the University of Wisconsin, a member of
the National Bioethics Advisory Committee,
explained that the central accomplishment of
the Scottish team—placing the genes of a
fully developed adult cell into an egg that has
had its nucleus removed and then generating
a viable embryo from the combination—
posed new and troubling problems for feder-
al rule-making. =

Because “any cell in an adult body [can

now)] be regarded as equivalent to a fertilized

egg,” she said, government may have to.re-
consider the kinds of restrictions it places on
“fertilized eggs, embryos and our bodies in
general”

In addition, Varmus said, Jaws will have to
be meticulously worded so that they do not
prohibit various life-saving technologies. For
example, he said, a law that made it illegal to
place the contents of one human cell into an~
other would eliminate many kinds of gene
therapy. )

Wilmut said that genetic manipulation,
within two or three years, would enable his
lab to create animals that “produce in their
milk proteins that can treat human disease.”
And John Wallwork, a transplant surgeon at
Papworth Hospital in Cambridge, England,
said that continued research is necessary to
make transgenic animals that can provide a
source of compatible organs for humans,
ending what he called a transplant lottery
system “that relies on a well person to die in
order for a sick person to live.”
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