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Stem cells hatch a fertility breakthrough 
Clara Pirani, Medical reporter 
June 21, 2005 

AUSTRALIAN researchers have used embryonic stem cells to create ovary-like 
structures containing eggs, a technique that could help infertile women 
become pregnant. 
 
To become eggs, embryonic stem cells need proteins called growth factors, 
found in abundance in the testes.  

Researchers took cells derived from embryonic stem cells in mice and grew 
them in a substance conditioned with testicular cells. After seven days, the 
cells developed into ovary-like structures containing eggs.  

Monash University's Orly Lacham-Kaplan, who conducted the research, said 
the process could also be used to alleviate the shortage of donor eggs and 
sperm for fertility treatment.  

"The ability to develop eggs in vitro could primarily assist sterile women but 
could also reduce the ongoing strain on donor egg programs," Dr Lacham-
Kaplan said.  

 
"Some people just don't 
have eggs or sperm and 
there's little we can do 
for them except use 
donor material."  

Dr Lacham-Kaplan 
stressed the technique 
had been trialled using 
only embryonic stem 
cells from mice.  

Dr Lacham-Kaplan 
released the research 
yesterday at the 
European Society for 
Human Reproduction and 
Embryology conference in Copenhagen, where British researchers announced 
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they were one step closer to developing sperm and eggs from embryonic 
stem cells.  

Researchers from the University of Sheffield allowed donated human 
embryonic stem cells to develop into cells called embryoid bodies.  

Within two weeks, some of the cells showed a pattern of gene activity 
normally seen only in primordial germ cells - the cells that eventually form 
sperm and eggs. And some also contained proteins found only in maturing 
sperm.  

The results show it will be feasible either to use stem-cell grafts to repair 
testes and ovaries damaged by cancer treatment, or even to grow 
reproductive cells for use in fertility treatment.  

Harry Moore, of the University of Sheffield, warned it would take years to 
perfect the process. "This is probably 10 years away from the clinic. We have 
a lot more work to do, and we have to prove it is safe."  
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