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Planned Parenthood has been heavily criticized for providing cell tissue from aborted fetuses to 
medical researchers. Here, a quick look at the legitimacy of those claims:  

How do scientists use fetal tissue? 
It's used to find potential treatments for a wide range of common diseases and afflictions, 
including cancer, diabetes, birth defects, HIV, multiple sclerosis, ALS, and Alzheimer's. Unlike 
adult tissue cells, fetal tissue cells can be manipulated into almost any kind of tissue, are less 
likely to be rejected by a host, and have the capacity to replicate rapidly — making them perfect 
for analysis into how diseases work. They are also being tried as actual treatments for 
Parkinson's disease, spinal cord injuries, and diabetes, with researchers injecting fetal cells 
directly into organs in hopes of regenerating them. Fetal tissue was also a vital component in the 
development of vaccines for polio, chicken pox, rubella, and shingles. The polio vaccine alone 
saves 550,000 lives a year. Alta Charo, a bioethicist at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, 
says fetal tissue research has benefited "virtually every person in this country." 

How long has this research been conducted? 
Since the 1930s. To develop the polio vaccine, scientists infected fetal kidney cells with the virus 
in Petri dishes, then used the weakened virus in those cells to teach the immune system how to 
repel the virus — a development that earned its creators the 1954 Nobel Prize in medicine. In 
1968, the donation of tissue from aborted fetuses was formally legalized. President Ronald 
Reagan imposed a five-year moratorium on such research, but in 1993, President Bill Clinton 
and Congress again authorized the practice. The law imposed several conditions: Abortion 
providers cannot profit from the distribution of fetal tissue; donors must give their signed 
consent, which can be sought only after they have agreed to the abortion itself; and abortion 
methods cannot be altered to make it easier to extract tissue. The National Institutes of Health 
spends about $76 million of federal funds on fetal tissue research each year. 

Why has this become an issue? 
Because of a series of undercover "sting" videos released by the Center for Medical Progress, a 
pro-life group. These videos show officials from the women's health group Planned Parenthood 
blithely discussing reimbursement costs for the storage and transport of fetal tissue, and 
graphically describing how doctors performing abortions try to ensure that fetal organs remain 
whole. "We've been very good at getting heart, lung, liver," one official was recorded saying, 
over a glass of wine and a salad. "I'm gonna basically crush below [the organ], I'm gonna crush 
above, and I'm gonna see if I can get it all intact." Since the release of the videos, Republican 
lawmakers have been trying to strip Planned Parenthood of its federal funding. 

Were any laws broken? 
If Planned Parenthood changed abortion practices to get specific fetal organs, it might be a 
violation of the 1993 federal law. Planned Parenthood denies that it did so, saying the "comments 
of one employee" do not reflect the organization's practices. The organization also says it did not 
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profit from the transfer of fetal tissue to researchers, and that it charges only $30 to $100 for 
transportation. The tissue-donation program exists in only six of its 700 clinics, in California and 
Washington state. (To counter charges that it's selling tissue, Planned Parenthood has announced 
it will henceforth absorb those costs itself.) Defenders of the fetal tissue donation system argue 
that if the tissue from legal abortions were not used for lifesaving research, it would simply be 
discarded. Critics say positive outcomes cannot justify a practice that is itself immoral. "You're 
basically taking the life of one member of human society to use for the life of another," says 
Kathleen Schmainda, a professor at the Medical College of Wisconsin. "It corrupts the science." 

Are there any alternatives?  
Yes, though imperfect ones. Cells from umbilical cord blood have been used in some studies. 
Fetal tissue can be extracted from miscarriages — but there's far too little of such tissue to supply 
scientific demand. More promising are the recent advances in stem cell technology, which allow 
adult cells to be reprogrammed into "blank check" cells. Most scientists accept that this process, 
which is already being used in some studies, could eventually phase out the need for fetal tissue 
collection altogether. But stem cell technology is still new, and for the time being, scientists 
working on treatments for dreaded diseases contend that fetal tissue remains vital to their 
research. 

Will fetal research continue? 
For now, although congressional Republicans are investigating and want it stopped. In response 
to the furor over the Planned Parenthood videos, several universities have suspended the 
acquisition of fetal tissue. Ultimately, the debate over fetal tissue has become inextricably linked 
with the ever-divisive question of abortion. Pro-lifers believe doing anything with an aborted 
fetus is morally wrong, because abortion itself is wrong; pro-choicers say that since abortion is 
both legal and inevitable, why not use discarded fetal tissue for research that may relieve the 
suffering of millions of people? As Tom Beauchamp, a professor of philosophy at Georgetown 
University, puts it: "You can't make this fundamental clash of perspectives go away." 

The real tissue traders  
Planned Parenthood isn't making any money from the sale of fetal tissue, but other organizations 
certainly are. Many laboratories rely on middlemen who pay abortion providers small fees — 
usually $100 or less — for specimens, extract from the specimens whichever cells are in 
demand, and then deliver those cells to researchers. While the firms cannot legally profit from 
selling the tissue itself, they can charge whatever they like for processing and preparing it. A 
small vial of fetal liver cells, for example, can fetch more than $24,000. The companies argue 
these prices merely reflect the cost of isolating the cells. "These are hard processes, expensive 
processes," says Cate Dyer, founder of the for-profit StemExpress. "Just to attempt to do some of 
these isolations can cost us thousands of dollars, and it may not even work." But critics see the 
reimbursement policy as a gaping loophole — one that could easily be closed. "What's going on 
now is probably legal, but Congress won't like it," says Boston University bioethicist George 
Annas. "The law can easily be changed." 
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