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MS PATIENTS TO PUT CONTROVERSIAL STEM CELL THERAPY TO THE TEST

Bone marrow transplantation may offer hope to some people with severe multiple sclerosis who do not respond to conventional treatment, according to the results of an early trial conducted in Italy.

Speaking today at the European Federation of Neurological Societies congress in Vienna, Professor Giovanni Mancardi from the University of Genova, Italy, reported the results of a study of 16 patients using the patient’s own stem cells from the bone marrow to replace blood cells lost during therapy that suppresses the immune system.

Multiple sclerosis, MS, is a disease of the immune system. “We have established that intense immuno-suppression helps prevent inflammation for up to two years,” said Professor Mancardi.  It is, however, a very toxic form of treatment that could only be considered for the severest cases as even by tackling the source of the problem, the disease may still progress.  

The therapy starts with a high dose of a drug to remove white blood cells needed for immunity and to mobilise hemopoietic stem cells (that give rise to blood cells) from bone marrow.  The patient’s stem cells are extracted from the blood and stored while a series of further immunosuppressive drugs are utilised for the complete conditioning of the immune system before introducing the stem cells back into the body to reconstitute the lost blood cells.  The patient has very few white blood cells for the first 10 days and has to stay in an extremely clean environment until the stem cell therapy takes a hold.

For the few patients around Europe who have in the past received a stem cell transplant, it is a high risk strategy and is, therefore, highly controversial with experts divided in their opinion over whether it is appropriate to treat a non-fatal condition in this way.  “We realise it is a very aggressive form of treatment,” says Professor Mancardi. “But for some patients, it could be the only possible option.”

To this end, Professor Mancardi will lead a multi-centre clinical trial in Europe starting in early 2003 to assess the efficacy of stem cell transplantation compared to standard therapy to suppress the immune system.  Around 240 people in 30 centres where the necessary expertise exists will participate. The new research protocol is on the way to being approved by the European Bone Marrow Transplantation Society and the teams are actively seeking sponsorship for this important study.  
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Note to Editors

The EFNS is the only organisation to unite and support neurologists across the whole of Europe. Founded in 1991, 38 European national neurological societies are registered members representing more than 12.000 European neurologists.  As well as handling political issues related to European neurology, the role of the EFNS is to advance neurology as an independent speciality,to support services to patients and research, and to provide training. See www.efns.org
 

