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Stem-cell research would give Pennsylvania the economic development boost it needs
By State Rep. Babette Josephs
As thousands of policymakers, academics, investors and biotech companies prepare to converge on Philadelphia later this week for the annual BIO -- Biotechnology Industry Organization -- Convention, they will be considering the meeting's theme of "Imagine, Collaborate, Innovate."
One of the topics of discussion during the three-day event is stem cell research, an issue that has been at the forefront of debate since Aug. 9, 2001, when President George W. Bush banned federal funding for all stem cell research except for research performed on 64 existing stem cell lines.
It's clear that with the lack of federal funding, it is now up to the states to take the lead in this vital area of research. 

Imagine what Pennsylvania could become if stem cell research were permitted in the Commonwealth: a world-class leader in the biotechnology industry that retains and attracts the best and brightest people to high-tech, high-wage jobs; part of a collaboration with neighboring states to make the East Coast top-notch in medical research; and status as the region's leader in innovative medical discoveries that save lives.

All of this is possible. Without state action, however, it will never happen. Pennsylvania will continue to lose its educated youth to other states like California, Wisconsin and New Jersey, which have taken considerable steps toward supporting stem cell research. California alone plans to spend $3 billion on stem cell research and establish the California Institute for Regenerative Medicine for embryonic stem cell research.
Stem-cell research is more than just cutting-edge technology that could be the key to curing disease and injury -- it is also an industry that can provide thousands of good jobs in Pennsylvania.
There are 63 biotech firms in our state, but California has 420. It's obvious that California's commitment to stem cell research attracts biotechnology jobs. Pennsylvania needs to make the same commitment.
-more-
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We must seek to further our state's potential by tapping into the world-class scientific resources we already have and in which we already have made significant investments. Pennsylvania has the second largest investment in life sciences after California. The Commonwealth generates nearly $1.3 billion worth of National Institutes of Health-funded research annually in all areas of the life sciences, and the state invests another $100 million from tobacco settlement money and other sources. We have an incredible collection of research facilities, biotech companies, hospitals and universities in both Philadelphia and Pittsburgh, ranging from the University of Pennsylvania and Thomas Jefferson University in Philadelphia to the McGowan Institute for Regenerative Medicine at the University of Pittsburgh Medical Center.

In short, Pennsylvania is the ideal climate for the stem cell research industry to take root and thrive. We cannot afford to fall behind other states that are aggressively investing in research. 
I have introduced legislation in the Pennsylvania House of Representatives that would permit state funding for stem cell research. I have introduced this each legislative session since the federal ban was enacted. My legislation would allow researchers to use public funds to generate stem cell lines from embryos for the purpose of developing new medical treatments. In addition, two of my colleagues have joined with me to propose the Commonwealth join with New Jersey and Delaware to form an interstate compact and establish a joint stem cell research center. 

Stem cell research could lead to treatment and cures of such diseases as Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, diabetes and AIDS. The need to develop new embryonic stem cell lines is crucial in order to continue this promising research.

There are those who have ethical concerns about stem cell research, but a ban is not the answer. A ban will only serve to drive stem cell research underground, and those ethical concerns will ever be addressed. Only through state-sponsored approval and funding can there be proper oversight of the research and its results.
However, more people are approving the practice of stem cell research. According to a recent Gallup poll, 60 percent of Americans find stem cell research morally acceptable.

In spite of this increased support, we cannot wait for the federal government to get on board. Although the U.S. House of Representatives recently passed legislation to expand the number of stem cell lines eligible for federal funding by using discarded frozen embryos from fertility treatments, the president has said he will veto the bill, and there is no indication from the Senate whether it will ever vote on the proposal.
It is up to Pennsylvania to step in where the federal government won't. I believe the Commonwealth can and should invest in this research. Otherwise, the Commonwealth will watch by the sidelines as other states make innovations. widen the research gap and lure away our best jobs and brightest workers. This is a race for progress that we simply cannot afford to lose. If, like the theme of the convention, we imagine, collaborate and innovate, we can make sure we stay in front of that race.
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