
Moorfields Eye Hospital is to host European trial of
human embryonic stem cells
Geoff Watts

London

Moorfields Eye Hospital in London is to carry out a clinical
trial of human embryonic stem cells in the treatment of
Stargardt’s disease, a form of macular degeneration. The phase
1 and 2 trial, which is due to begin in a few months, is said to
be the first in Europe to test stem cells of this kind in patients.
The trial will be conducted by the retinal surgeon James
Bainbridge. Describing his hopes for the new treatment in this
and other forms of macular degeneration, he said, “There is real
potential that people with blinding disorders of the retina . . .
might benefit in the future from the transplantation of retinal
cells.”
The team will inject epithelial cells derived from stem cells
directly into the patients’ retinas. “Whilst principally a safety
study,” said Chris Mason, chair of regenerative medicine
bioprocessing at University College London, “it will
significantly add to the growing core of knowledge on cell
therapies, thus helping advance the entire field.”
The new treatment has been devised by Advanced Cell
Technology, a company that is based in Massachusetts and that
specialises in regenerative medicine. Plans for the current trial
received the go ahead when the UK Medicines and Healthcare
Products Regulatory Agency granted permission to test the
treatment on patients with advanced disease. The work also has
the approval of the Gene Therapy Advisory Committee.
Stargardt’s disease, a juvenile form of macular dystrophy, first
appears between the ages of 10 to 20 and affects roughly one

in 10 000 young people. Patients with Stargardt’s have a gene
mutation that interferes with energy transportation to and from
the photoreceptors. The retinal pigment epithelium degenerates,
photoreceptors are lost, and vision deteriorates progressively.
Currently untreatable, Stargardt’s disease is the world’s leading
cause of blindness in young people.
News of the trial has been greeted with enthusiasm by stem cell
researchers eager to see tangible benefits from a form of therapy
that has been widely anticipated for more than a decade. The
new trial would follow a similar one carried out in California
in June.
Dusko Ilic, senior lecturer in stem cell science at King’s College
London, describes it as among the most eagerly awaited clinical
trials in the history of regenerative medicine.
“Demonstrating safety and tolerability of hESC [human
embryonic stem cells] derived cell therapy in a trial like this
would open a new age in regenerative medicine,” he said.
In choosing to arrange this clinical trial in London, said
Professor Mason, Advanced Cell Technology is endorsing the
United Kingdom’s position as a world leader in stem cell
therapies.
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