
Introduction
The “Qatar International Conference on Stem Cell Science and Policy” was 
created through a collaboration of the Baker Institute International Stem 
Cell Policy Program and the Qatar Foundation for Education, Science and 
Community Development. This four-day event brought scientists, ethicists 
and policy scholars to Doha, Qatar from around the world to discuss current 
research innovations, stem cell science in the Middle East, and policy challenges 
for the region and throughout the world.

The Baker Institute International Stem Cell Policy Program is a part of Rice 
University’s James A. Baker III Institute for Public Policy. The aim of the program, 
which was funded by an endowment from the state of Qatar, is to analyze 
stem cell research, policy and ethics in an international context. Since its 
creation in 2007, this program and the Qatar Foundation have hosted two 
conferences in Doha, Qatar to convene world leaders in stem cell research 
and policy. 

At the first conference in 2009, participants reviewed current stem cell 
research and regulation. The aim was to guide Qatar as it developed policies 
compatible with its cultural, religious, and ethical standards. The second 
conference, in February 2012, expanded previous discussions on policy, ethics, 
and research during the four-day event “Qatar International Conference on 
Stem Cell Science and Policy.”

The goal of the 2012 conference was to inform and engage scientists in 
an array of stem cell issues as well as bridge the gap between science and 
policy in an international context. Science sessions covered pluripotent, 
hematopoietic, and cord blood stem cells; stem cell transplantation; and the 
uses of stem cells in the treatment of cardiovascular disease and neurological 
disorders. In addition, ethics and policy discussions were organized to address 
embryonic research and egg donations, stem cell banking, international 
regulation of stem cell research, and clinical trial oversight. There were also 
panels that specifically highlighted stem cell research and policies in the 
Middle East region.

Conclusions 
This work highlights different aspects of the conference proceedings including 
novel stem cell research, current ethical discussions, and pressing policy issues 
that are region-specific. While a major aim of the conference was to bring 
attention to Qatar’s stem cell research program, it was also an opportunity for 
regional scientists and ethicists to discuss their religious and cultural views of 
this research. Participants included scientists and scholars from Egypt, Iran, 
Lebanon, Libya, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, UAE and over 300 Qataris. Additional 
participants hailed from Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, Japan, 
Netherlands, Norway, Pakistan, UK, Ukraine and USA. 

Overall, we believe the event helped encourage international collaborations, 
especially between scientists in Qatar and visiting researchers. International 
meetings such as these give experts from the scientific, ethical, and legal 
communities an opportunity to integrate their research and ideas. The 
continuation of these conferences will aid in the progression of stem cell 
research and clinical use in an ethical manner.

Table 1: Qatar Stem Cell Policy — Currently Seeking Approval 
Qatar has received approval for their stem cell policy from the Qatar Supreme 
Council of Health and is now waiting for the Amir to sign the policy into law. 
Below is a brief overview of the policy.

What is permissible? What is restricted?

•	 Adult	stem	cells
•	 hESCs	obtained	from	samples	

intended for reproductive use but are 
no longer suitable or needed for that 
purpose, less than 6 days old and not 
implanted into the womb

•	 iPS	cells
•	 Cells	from	cord	blood	and	placenta
•	 Cells	from	miscarriage	fetuses	

(natural or clinically induced)
•	 In vitro research and research in 

animals using already established 
human cell lines 

•	 Research	using	hESCs	derived	
from SCNT, parthenogenesis, or 
IVF embryos created for research 
purposes

•	 Importation	of	stem	cells	from	
countries using the above methods 
to derive hESCs

•	 Derivation	of	stem	cells	from	human	
embryos

•	 Chimeras
•	 Harvesting	stem	cells	from	human	

embryos where the embryo is 
destroyed 

Figure 1: Overlapping Issues from Science and Ethics/Policy Session

Often discussed separately, science was integrated with policy and ethics 
talks at the event. Common themes overlapped between presentations and 
discussions, impacting the future of stem cell research.
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Figure 2. Participants from Middle East/North Africa (MENA)
More than 400 people attended the four-day conference. Although the majority were from Qatar, many additional speakers and 
attendees were from the region. Contributing countries are highlighted below.

Figure 3: Ethics and Policy Topics

During the conference, several sessions on ethics and policy were interwoven with the science discussions. A range of topics were presented 
to varying extents (denoted by font size) within these sessions. Major themes included current policies (GREEN), ethical concerns related to 
embryos (ORANGE), regulatory considerations (TAN) and clinical translation (BLUE).

Table 2: The 2009 and 2012 Qatar Stem Cell Conferences: What A Difference Three Years Makes 

The first stem cell conference in Qatar was hosted in March 2009. This one-day event highlighted some current stem cell research and hosted 
discussion on the moral status of a human embryo. In 2012, the Qatar Foundation and the Baker Institute hosted a four-day event which included 
six scientific research sessions and six policy and ethics sessions with four keynote presentations from David Baltimore, Irving Weissman, Alan 
Trounson and Magdi Yacoub.

 2009 2012
Theme/Goal
 
 
 

Bridge gap between policy and science in an international context

Inspire international collaborations in stem cell science, ethics, and policy

Guide in the development of a stem cell policy  
in Qatar

Expose scientists to current stem cell research in 
the Middle East (and vice versa)

Identify new ethical, scientific, and policy 
challenges resulting from advancements in stem 
cell research and therapies

Science
 
 
 
 

Discussed several types of stem cells

Few talks by scientists in Middle East Entire sessions devoted to researchers in Middle East

One FDA approved hESC trial in US Several FDA approved hESC clinical trials

Sidra Medical and Research Center endowed Sidra Medical and Research Center close to completion

Scientists felt great pressure to commercialize and 
translate

Policy
 
 

A shift towards more permissive stem cell policies

hESC research and commercialization remains “highly politicized”  
(e.g. recent court cases in both the US and EU)

No policy in Qatar
Qatar reviewed its stem cell policy, which is 
currently waiting to be signed into law

Ethics Discussion regarding how hESC research fits within Islamic context

Main focus on moral status of embryo
Broader focus on informed consent, egg/embryo 
donation, and clinical trials

Number of speakers 12 >60

Number of attendees <100 >400

Number of participating nations 7 20

Number of participating Middle Eastern nations 2 8
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Figure 4: Research Topics from the Qatar Stem Cell Conference

Over the four-day conference, 34 scientists presented their research. Topics 
included both basic (lighter shade) and applied (darker shade) research. Areas 
or diseases highlighted include the immune system, red blood cells, liver 
disease, cancer, AIDS, cardiovascular, diabetes, multiple sclerosis, stroke, 
proteomics and drug discovery.
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Stem Cells utilized include embryonic (ESC), hematopoietic (HSC), neural (NSC), induced pluripotent 
(iPS) and mesenchymal (MSC; basic research only).

Further Information 
For more information on this or related projects, please contact Kirstin Matthews 
at krwm@rice.edu or visit the Baker Institute Science and Technology Policy 
website at www.science.bakerinstitute.org. A PDF version of the poster is also 
available at www.bakerinstitute.org/isscr2012-qatar. 

Conference Website: www.qf-research-division.org/stemcell2012 
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