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Doctor Seeks Spinal-Therapy Trials In China

In the past few years, foreigners with
spinal-cord injuries flocked to China, hoping
to find cures unavailable to home.

Hundreds of patients have spent millions of
dollars to undergo risky surgeries, which usually
involve implanting cells culled from aborted
fetuses into the spine.  Some claim the procedures
have helped them regain limited movement.

But scientists around the world remain doubtful,
given that few, if any, rigorous clinical trials
have been conducted.  A number of prominent
scientists have even challenged the ethics of selling
the unproven therapies to patients desperate
for a cure to paralysis.

Now, Wise Young, a Rutgers University professor
and well known researcher in the field, is
trying to change that.

He is planning a vast clinical trial - the first and
largest of its kind - in hopes of bringing China's
research into spinal-cord injuries from the margins
to the medical mainstream.  Over the past three
years, he has cobbled together a network of about 20
Chinese hospitals to conduct scientific trials that he
hopes will pass muster in the West.

Dr. Young, who has actively cultivated a devoted
following among disabled Americans, is a
complicated figure.  Almost a  stock caricature of a
university professor with his silver beard, pipe
and wool sweaters, Dr. Young tears up easily
when discussing past patients, which
include the late actor Christopher Reeves,
who was paralyzed after a 1995 fall.  Yet
he can be detached.

"The beauty about China," he says, is
that "it has so many people."

There is not doubt that China has a vast
pool of patients, an estimated 60,000 people
suffer spinal-cord injuries each year,
compared with about 11,000 new injuries
in the U.S.  The numbers reflect a dark
underside of China's rush to modernization:
many are construction workers, coal miners
and victims of the world's highest number
of auto accidents.

With so many patients, China's relatively
loose regulatory guidelines on therapies
such as fetal-cell use have allowed
surgeons to try treatments here that
have largely been performed on laboratory
animals anywhere else," says David Prast,
who heads Spinal Cure Australia, a nonprofit
organization which is not involved in
Dr. Young's network.

Up until the 1990s, scientists thought damage
to the spinal cord was irreversible.  The
spinal cord, a soft mas of material encased
in bony vertebrae stretching from brain to
lower back, a soft mass of material encased
in bony vertebrae stretching from brain to
lower back, is responsible for almost every
voluntary muscle below the head.  Now, doctors
know axons - the extension of nerve
cells that carry signals up and down the
spinal cord - can regenerate, a process
which is crucial to helping victims recover
some functions.  Doctors theorize that cell
transplants can speed up axon regeneration.
But it is a complicated and slow process -
at most on millimeter a day, if at all.

Some worry Dr. Young's bid to tap China's
enormous patient pool could rekindle
fears that the Chinese are being used as
guinea pigs - an allegation that has dogged
the government here and one that Dr.
Young has explicitly discussed with top
health officials.

Critics say that Dr. Young cultivates false
hope despite the fact that there is also still no
hard evidence that the stem cells he wants to
use actually work.  Dr. Young runs a web site -
highly unusual for a mainstream doctor -
where he counsels victims who write in
about there treatment options and the risks
and possible benefits of the experimental
cures in China.
Elliott note:  http://sci.rutgers.edu/

Even Dr. Young's admirers worry he
may tarnish his reputation by starting up a
Chinese research venture that's hard to
police by virtue of its sized, distance and
researchers' unfamiliarity with Western
clinical practices.

"He gives them the feeling that the cures
are a step away, that the cures are right
around the corner,"  says Aileen Anderson,
an assistant professor at University of
California, Irvine, who has collaborated with Dr.
Young in the past.  "Wise it someone who is
truly a clinician and a researcher...there
are not a lot of those.  That's a very difficult
position to be in."

But despite the risks, Dr. Young says his
work in China is worth the gamble.  "We lose
too many opportunities if we are conservative
and play it safe all the time."

Dr. Young plans to conduct four clinical
trials each year over a five-year period a a
cost of less than $10 million.  His fledgling
China Spinal Cord Network has already
received approval for its first set of trials,
and is waiting official approval for others.

Backed by the University of Hong
Kong, the network is funded largely by a
small group of wealthy Hong Kong
residents, including Suzanne Poon, whose
husband, Richard, is chief executive of a
prominent Hong Kong real-estate group.  Their
son broke his back in a 2002 skiing accident.
"I want to advance the science.  As a
mother, I thought it was too slow," says
Mrs. Poon.

Collectively, the hospital's in Dr. Young's
network have performed a variety of cell
transplants - some using stem cells, some
not - on hundreds of patients.  Unlike
embryonic stem cells, which are derived from
days-old human embryos, the fetal cells
used in a number of China's spinal
transplants are in a more developed stage.

To get this far, Dr. Young has had to
corral a daunting Chinese bureaucracy.
Beyond that, keeping down infighting among
network members has tested his political
as well as scientific acumen.

For example, after much debate, the
network decided in 2005 to use umbilical
cord blood cells for the first set of
transplant trials, skirting the problematic
bioethical problems of fetal cells used by some
members of the network.  Cells drawn from
umbilical cords are preserved after births have
been used to treat diseases, but their use in
spinal-cord patients has been limited.
Their use is also likely to make the first
clinical trials using these cells more
palatable to the overseas scientific community.

Dr. Young also has to deal with a tricky
situation: ensuring that rising international
criticism surrounding a neurosurgeon in his
group - Huang Hongyun, a former student
who is a pioneer in Chinese spinal-cord
research - doesn't tarnish the reputation of the
network.

Dr. Young distinguished himself in the
U.S. in the 1990s with research on a
medication that helps spinal-cord patients
preserve some functions.  In 2001, Time
magazine named him one of America's 18 best
scientists.  Dr. Huang came to the U.S. in
the late 1990s to study under Dr. Young,
assisting him in experiments where paralyzed
rats injected with fetal olfactory glial
cells were able to move soon after the
procedure.  The olfactory nerve is believed to be
the only one in the central nervous system
that continually regenerates.

After Dr. Huang returned to China, he
began doing transplants with cells
extracted from aborted human fetuses.  Since
2001, Dr. Huang has performed these
procedures on more than 700 people, charging
$20,000 per treatment.

In March, Bruce Dobkin, a surgeon at the
University of California, published a damaging
report on Dr. Huang's work.  The study
says none of seven spinal injury patients
observed experienced signifigant improvements,
with five suffering potentially dangerous
complications.  "The bottom line is,
it's dangerous going to China for these
'cures' " says Dr. Dobkin.

Dr. Huang vigorously defends his work,
saying that Western doctors are "unwilling to
accept any leading research coming out of
China."  He says Dr. Dobkin only studied a
small portion of his patients.

Despite the hiccups, some are already
volunteering for Dr. Young's trials.  They
include Jenny Jiang, a former saleswoman
from Dongguan City who was paralyzed
below the neck in a 2004 car accident that
killed her boyfriend.  She signed up, despite
her family's objections.  "I regard myself as
a burden."

After one intensive physical-therapy session,
Wang Dan'e, Ms. Jiang's mother, carries
her exhausted daughter back to the
wheelchair.  "If this is an experiment, why
don't we wait for other people to try it
first?," she asks her daughter.

"But without experiments, how could
we know whether this is effective or not?"
retorts Ms. Jang.
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