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Thought-leading Policy and Legislation 

The UK leads the world with progressive policy
and legislation that encourages important and
ethically acceptable areas of stem cell research,
while criminalizing irresponsible and unethical
endeavors. The Human Fertilization and
Embryology Act of 1990 allows the creation and
use of embryos for research; it allows for the
licensing of research of surplus embryos as well
as those created by in vitro fertilization or cell
nuclear replacement; and it prohibits research 
on any embryos older than 14 days (or after the
appearance of the primitive streak). The Act also
regulates the type of research allowed on
embryos to that which is “necessary and desir-
able” to study fertility treatment and contracep-
tion, better understand congenital diseases and
miscarriages, and develop treatments for serious
diseases. The Human Fertilization and
Embryology Authority (HFEA) enforces the UK’s
strict legislation, promising stringent fines and 
up to ten years’ imprisonment for those convicted
of reproductive cloning.

Some countries have no effective regulatory
mechanisms, while others have a limited frame-
work that allows research only on stem cells
derived from surplus embryos following in vitro
fertilization. The result: a limited supply of
embryos for research. By balancing legislation
that encourages innovation with a strict regulatory
framework that punishes irresponsible use, 
the UK has created effective public policy that
enhances opportunities to explore this important
area of research.

Stem cell research is at the very forefront of scientific 
and medical innovation — redefining the conventional boundaries of biomedical
research. As the human body’s master cells, embryonic stem cells reproduce
indefinitely and can develop into various cell types within the human body.
Consequently, stem cells have the potential to be used to repair or replace 
damaged cell tissue, and to treat or cure a variety of diseases and injuries. 
This extraordinary potential has stimulated worldwide debate on the ethical, 
therapeutic, and regulatory issues surrounding stem cells’ applications. The 
UK leads the world with a clear, comprehensive and responsible position on 
stem cells and is poised to be a global center of excellence for their research 
and use. With a progressive view and eye toward continued innovation, the 
UK is pioneering stem cell research for a new world. 

The UK leads the world 
with a clear, comprehensive and responsible position on stem cells.

Stem Cell
Research Timeline 

1990: Britain passes
Human Fertilization
and Embryology Act

1991: Britain 
establishes Human
Fertilization and
Embryology
Authority

January 1998:

Council of Europe
amends its
Convention on
Human Rights and
Biomedicine to ban
both reproductive
and therapeutic
cloning of humans

November 1998:

U.S. scientists
derive first human
stem cells

2001: Britain passes
Human Reproductive
Cloning Act, impos-
ing heavy fines for
reproductive cloning



Major Players in the Pursuit of 
Stem Cell Innovation

Britain has held a leadership position in the global
bioscience industry since scientists working at
Cambridge University and King College London
discovered the double helix structure of DNA
more than 50 years ago. More recently,
researchers around the world marveled when 
Ian Wilmut first transferred nuclear cell material
from an adult sheep at the Roslin Institute in
Edinburgh to produce a clone named Dolly. In
August 2004, the government gave researchers
at the Newcastle University Center for Life a
green light to begin cloning human stem cells for
therapeutic use. Close regulation and a climate 
of open public debate have helped the UK stay 
at the forefront of the industry as increasingly 
controversial questions arise.

The UK bolsters its position on stem cell
research with support from the government and
non-profit sector alike. The Medical Research
Council (MRC) recently committed to a US$30
million investment into stem cell research —
facilitating development of treatments and cures
from laboratory to clinic. Delivered through 57
different grants awarded to universities throughout
the UK, this investment helps maintain the UK’s
position at the forefront of the international
research community. With combined resources
and shared goals, these players are rapidly
advancing stem cell research for a global 
community. In addition, the UK Government is
currently funding a multidisciplinary research
program — worth approximately US$70 million
— that leverages recent major conceptual and
technical advances. Chaired by the MRC, the
program includes the Biotechnology and
Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC),
the Economic and Social Research Council
(EPSRC), the Council for the Central Laboratory
of the Research Councils (CCLRC) and the
Department of Trade and Industry’s Office 
of Science & Technology.

The UK is pioneering stem cell research 
for a new world. 

www.uksciencetech.com

The UK has held a
leadership position in
the global bioscience
industry for more 
than 50 years. 

Stem Cell
Research Timeline 

August 2001:

President Bush
blocks federal 
funding for creation
of new stem cell lines

November 2003:

Britain announces
BioScience 2015 
policy initiative

February 2004:

South Korean
researchers derive
stem cells from
cloned human
embryos.

March 2004: Canada
passes Assisted
Human
Reproduction and
Related Research
bill

May 2004: UK Stem
Cell Bank established

August 2004:

Newcastle University
Center for Life
obtains first license to
conduct therapeutic



Government Agencies

Human Fertilization and Embryology Authority

— A non-departmental government body that
regulates and inspects all UK clinics providing 
in vitro fertilization, donor insemination or the
storage of eggs, sperm or embryos. The HFEA
also licenses and monitors all human embryo
research conducted in the UK. 

Department of Health — Supports stem 
cell research through regulations and legislation that
ensures all research is conducted within ethically
sound and quality-controlled environments. Integral
to the evolution of the UK position on stem cell
research, the Department is currently working with
other countries to establish global standards.

Department of Trade and Industry — Supports
the potential of stem cell technology for the
healthcare industry through collaborative research
and development proposals. Has also established
a single national Knowledge Transfer Network in
stem cell technologies to accelerate awareness
and to improve coordination and partnering
opportunities. 

In setting the global
standard for stem cell
research, the UK has
paved the way for the
field to thrive, both at
home and abroad 

The Stem Cell
Bank: Investing 
in Innovation 

The UK has solidified
its leadership 
position in stem cell
use by establishing
the UK Stem Cell
Bank. Among the
first of its kind in the
world, the Stem Cell
Bank is a repository
for human stem cells
of all types. It supplies
researchers world-
wide with cell lines
from embryonic, fetal
and adult sources so
they may conduct
basic research and
develop clinical
applications.
Through comprehen-
sive 
regulation and moni-
toring, the cell lines
are also ethically
approved and quality-
controlled, ensuring
that researchers
have well-character-
ized, isolated cells 
to use for research. 
A central database
enables fast research
work and provides
stem cells from 
ethical sources,
while ensuring that
stem cell therapy 
is developed in an
appropriate frame-
work of quality 

“We have expertise across 
the full spectrum of stem 
cell research.” 

– Professor Austin Smith, 
Director of the Institute for 
Stem Cell Research at the 
University of Edinburgh



Research Councils & Charitable
Organizations

Research Council Committee - Medical

Research Council — Co-sponsors the Stem 
Cell Bank and funds research and postgraduate
training in all areas of biomedical science.
Currently funding research at its National Institute
for Medical Research, Imperial College London,
and at the University of Edinburgh. Additionally,
the MRC is working to set standards to facilitate
stem cell research worldwide. 

Biotechnology and Biological Sciences

Research Council — Co-sponsors the Stem 
Cell Bank and supports innovation in fundamental
stem cell biology and developmental processes.
Also supports postgraduate training and fellow-
ships in stem cell research and knowledge transfer.
Through its recent Stem Cell Science and
Engineering Initiative, BBSRC awarded research
grants at the University of Edinburgh, Cambridge
University and King’s College London. In addition,
BBSRC is funding research to engage tissue and
biochemical engineers with stem cell biologists,
including projects at the Universities of
Southampton and Bath and Imperial College
London.

Economic and Social Research Council —
Currently funding research into the economic
and social aspects of stem cell science, including
a socio-cultural analysis of fetal stem cell use,
innovation in stem cell technology, and quality
assurance of standards. The ESRC has committed
to collaboration with York University’s stem cell 
initiatives over the next three years. 

The Wellcome Trust — An independent and 
privately endowed medical research charity that
fosters and promotes research to improve human
and animal health. Currently, the Trust funds
many stem cell research initiatives, including a
joint venture with the Juvenile Diabetes
Research Foundation.

Health Charities — Powerful European and
Global organizations such as Alzheimer’s Society,
the Parkinson’s Disease Society UK, the British
Heart Foundation, Cancer Research UK, Diabetes
UK, and the Juvenile Diabetes Research
Foundation support stem cell research through
either in-kind or with funds.

The Stem Cell
Bank: A Research
Reality

At present, the bank
is fully equipped to
store research grade
and clinical grade
stem cell lines.

Funded by the
Medical Research
Council and the
Biotechnology and
Biological Sciences
Research Council,
the Bank is housed
at the National
Institute for Biological
Standards and
Control. The deposit
of the first two
human embryonic
stem cell lines from
researchers at King’s
College London and
the Center for Life in
Newcastle coincided
with the Bank’s
opening in May
2004. At present,
applications from
researchers around
the world to deposit
lines are reviewed
and authorized by 
a high-level steering
committee comprised
of senior ranking
representatives from
government, the
medical community,
and non-profit
organizations.

A model of early and
aggressive regulation
protects intellectual
property and allows
scientists to experi-
ment for the greater
good



Advanced Research, Advancing Science

Universities and research institutions across 
the UK are conducting cutting-edge stem cell
research, including regenerative medicine and 
tissue engineering. 

Center for Stem Cell Biology and Medicine,

Cambridge University — With three research
programs (Stem Cell Biology, Stem Cell Genetics,
Stem Cell Medicine), the Center has six lead
researchers and more than 20 affiliated research
team leaders. Biologists and clinicians alike are
active participants in the practical applications of
stem cell biology to human health.

Manchester Stem Cell Network, University of

Manchester — Part of the School for Biological
Science, the Network brings together a number
of research groups to carry out research into the
biology and physiology of stem cells and their
medical applications. With nine lead researchers
and a variety of affiliated scientists, the University
of Manchester’s Stem Cell Network focuses on
research relating to adult (tissue) stem cells and
embryonic stem cells.

Center for Stem Cell Biology (CSBC),

University of Sheffield — The CSBC focuses on
the development of human embryonic stem cell
technologies and resources that could lead to
clinical applications of stem cells in regenerative
medicine. Recent funding awarded to the CSBC
will establish a resource center to enhance
researchers’ access to expertise, resources, 
training and contacts. 

Institute for Stem Cell Research (ISRC),

University of Edinburgh — Funded by the
BBSRC, the MRC, the Wellcome Trust and other
agencies, the ISRC is a recognized center of
excellence for stem cell research and technology.
The Institute already has pioneered some key
advances in the biology and manipulation of stem
cells, and currently houses nine research groups
exploiting genetic manipulation technologies 
in both tissue and regenerative therapy.

Center for Life — Located in Newcastle, the
Center is a “science village” of a variety of part-
ners working to advance the life sciences. An
independent, not-for-profit, educational institution,
the Center focuses on research, education, and
commercial application of products and currently
has over 500 employees to date. Together with
King’s College London, the Center deposited the
first stem cell lines into the Stem Cell Bank. 
In August 2004, the Center also was granted 
the first license by the Human Fertilization and
Embryology Authority to conduct therapeutic
cloning.

Roslin Institute in Edinburgh — Birthplace 
of Dolly the Sheep — the world’s first cloned
mammal — the Institute now focuses on human
embryonic stem cells. Researchers are currently
working on the procedures needed to generate
stable lines of specific cell types and have
applied for a license from the HFEA to conduct
therapeutic cloning.

King’s College London — BBSRC is funding
research at the Institute of Psychiatry where
genetic processes are being used to examine
nerve cells that appear similar yet exhibit drasti-
cally different roles. Research undertaken at
King’s College, as well as at the Center for 
Life in Newcastle, provided the first stem cell
lines deposited into the UK Stem Cell Bank.

“While we recog-
nize the potential
of stem cell
research, we’re
also very aware 
of the dangers. 
We acted quickly
in 2001 to ban any
form of reproduc-
tive cloning, and
that reassured
people.”

– Liz Woodeson, 
Head of Scientific
Development and
Bioethics for the 
UK Department 
of Health



Realizing the Commercial Potential 

The UK is host to a number of dynamic companies
— established and emerging alike — that are
pushing boundaries to help realize the commercial
potential of stem cell research. 

Intercytex — A regenerative medicine company
that develops and commercializes cell-based 
therapeutics to treat tissue and organ failure. Its
lead product, ProtoDerm, is currently in Phase II
clinical studies to determine whether dermal
fibroblasts will stimulate the repair of chronic 
dermal wounds. Headquartered in Manchester,
Intercytex employs over 2000 people and 
maintains a research facility in Boston.

ReNeuron — This Surrey-based company devel-
ops neural stem cell technologies to be used as
cell transplantation treatments for brain diseases
such as stroke, Parkinson's and Alzheimer's. To
date, ReNeuron has developed over 100 human
stem cell lines from different regions of the 
brain, and has launched a human stem cell drug
discovery tool used in the fields of genomics,
proteomics, receptor biology and toxicology.

ReInnervate — A University of Durham spin-off
that develops neural stem cell and related intellec-
tual property, the company currently has developed
and patented technologies for the identification,
isolation and maintenance of human stem cells
that can be induced to differentiate and form 
neural cell types. With expertise creating and
characterizing cell systems that are essential tools
for developing informative in vitro assays in drug
innovation and toxicological testing, ReInnervate
uses its resources to identify specific neural cell
types in both health and disease.

CereStem Ltd. — CereStem commercializes
findings that demonstrated that a number of 
different cell populations could be reproduced
from mouse embryonic stem (“ES”) cells without
any growth factors, mitogens or serum additives.
Discovered by a team led by Dr. Stephen 
Minger at King’s College London, these cells 
can potentially be used to replace cells or organs
lost through injury or disease.

For more information on how the UK is 
developing science & technology for a new 
world, visit www.uksciencetech.com

Key to the UK approach is
an unprecedented degree
of collaboration among
government, commercial,
and academic players  

www.uksciencetech.com
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Learn more about Stem Cell 
Research in the UK

For US:

British Embassy
Science & Technology Department
3100 Massachusetts Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20008-3600 
USA
Tel: 202.588.6500 
www.uksciencetech.com

For Canada:

British High Commission
Science & Technology Department
80 Elgin Street
Ottawa ON K1P 5K7
Canada
Tel: 613.237.1542
www.uksciencetech.com




