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Stem cells improve damaged spines in mice

February 5 2009, The Yomiuri Shimbun

A team of researchers at Keio University has succeeded in improving
spinal cord damage in mice by transplanting into them neural stem cells
produced with human induced pluripotent stem (iPS) cells, they said.

The transplant is the first of its kind in which a therapeutic effect of
human 1PS cells - which can be transformed into various types of cells -
has been confirmed. The results of the study are expected to pave the
way for a treatment for people with spinal cord injuries.

Spinal cord injuries often cause motor function loss in victims. It is
generally accepted that motor function in the legs and other body parts
cannot be recovered once the central nerve in the spinal cord has been
cut.

Scientists had previously succeeded in treating spinal cord damage in
mice using 1PS cells from mice. Transplants of human iPS cells often
caused adverse reactions in mice and did not improve their condition.

In the latest study, Keio University Prof. Hideyuki Okano and his
research team used mice whose immune reactions they had repressed.
The researchers paralyzed the mice's hind legs by injuring their spinal
cords and later transplanted neural stem cells produced with human 1PS
cells into the mice.

Four weeks later, the mice partially recovered from their injuries and
were able to walk on their hind legs.
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Other mice in the study that had not received the iPS cells were able to
only slightly twitch their hind legs and were unable to stand up.

Regenerative medicine is said to be problematic because transplanted
cells often become cancerous.

Tumors have yet to be found in the mice from the Keio study seven
weeks after the transplant.

"To confirm the safety of the treatment, we need to monitor the mice for
more than six months from now to see whether they develop tumors,"
Okano said. "After that, we'd like to conduct (similar) tests on monkeys
as a step toward practical use (of the procedure) on humans."
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