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Transplanting stem cells from fetuses into
people with MS reduces markers in early-
stage trial

January 10 2023, by Bob Yirka
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The number of injected hfNPCs inversely correlates with brain volume loss.
Color-coded areas of brain atrophy (blue) and growth (red) representing PBVC
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at 2 years from hf NPC transplantation in two representative patients,
respectively, receiving a low dose (a, red in ¢) and high dose (b, green in c) of
hfNPCs. ¢, Lower rates of total brain atrophy (percentage of brain volume
change [PBVC]) significantly correlate with the number of injected hfNPCs (r =
0.73, P =0.007). Two-sided Spearman’s correlation test. d, Lower rates of GM
atrophy (percentage of gray matter volume change [PGMVC]) significantly
correlate with the number of injected hfNPCs (r = 0.66, P = 0.02). Two-sided
Spearman’s correlation test. e, Although not statistically significant, lower rates
of brain WM atrophy (percentage of white matter volume change [PWMVC])
seem to correlate with high number of injected hfNPCs (r = 0.52, P = 0.08).
Two-sided Spearman’s correlation test. Credit: Nature Medicine (2023). DOI:
10.1038/s41591-022-02097-3

A team of researchers at IRCCS San Raffaele Scientific Institute,
working with colleagues from San Gerardo Hospital, University Vita-
Salute San Raffaele, IRCCS Ca' Granda Ospedale Maggiore Policlinico
and the University of Genoa, all in Italy, has found that patients with MS
who received stem cells collected from aborted fetuses showed reduced
markers of the disease in an early stage trial.

In their paper published in the journal Nature Medicine, the group
describes collecting stem cells from 10- and 12-week-old aborted fetuses
and injecting them into the spinal columns of patients in a clinical trial.

Multiple sclerosis is a neurodegenerative disease that can reduce feeling
and use of limbs and other parts of the body. It is caused by the immune
system mistakenly attacking and damaging the myelin sheath that
insulates nerves. Many therapies have been developed to treat symptoms
of the disease but there is no cure. In this new effort, the researchers
tried a new approach to curing the disease—giving patients fetal stem
cells donated by women who chose to have an abortion.
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The clinical trial involved injecting stem cells into 12 patients four
times. Prior to the injections, all of the patients had what were described
as severe symptoms and were all bedridden. Additionally, each of the
patients submitted to a lumbar puncture to extract fluid from the spinal
cord to measure neuroprotective and anti-inflammatory molecule levels,
markers for MS. Each also underwent an MRI scan to measure gray
matter volume—patients with MS gradually lose brain mass.

After three months, each of the volunteers underwent another lumbar
puncture. The researchers found that all of them had increases in
neuroprotective and anti-inflammatory molecules in the spinal fluid.
Each of the volunteers also underwent MRI scans two years after the
injections; those patients given the largest infusion of stem cells
experienced the least amount of gray matter loss.

The researchers note that it is still too early to determine if any or all of
the volunteers have reductions in symptoms or slowdown of progression
of the disease. They will all be monitored in the coming years to see if
the stem cell injections provide any relief.

More information: Angela Genchi et al, Neural stem cell
transplantation in patients with progressive multiple sclerosis: an open-
label, phase 1 study, Nature Medicine (2023). DOI:
10.1038/s41591-022-02097-3
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