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Future Medicine comes to Finland; 
From gene editing to biologicals for big disease 

 
 
The largest European association of scientists developing genetic and cellular therapies, the European 
Society for Gene and Cell Therapy1, has joined forces with the Finnish Society of Gene Therapy2 to bring 
the latest advances in the lab and the clinic to life. Nobel Prize winner Stefan Hell, will open 3 days of 
discussion and debate between approximately 1000 scientists, students and clinicians from around the 
globe. The ESGCT annual congress will be held in Helsinki for the first time, at the spectacular Finlandia 
Hall, from the 17 -20 September 2015. Highlights of the scientific programme include: 
 

 Editing our future; Facilitating dialogue on the use of gene-editing to modify human embryos:  
following the highly controversial publication, by Chinese scientists, of the first attempt to edit 
human germline cells3, an urgent, considered, informed and consultative position must be taken in 
Europe (a full briefing can be found at Annex A) 

 

 Clinical and Commercialization Workshops:  bringing spin out, SMEs and biotech together to push 
through barriers to advancing new medicines for the benefit of patients.  

 

 New results: leading scientists from Europe, America, Japan and Australia will present their latest, 
unpublished data on clinical advances in diseases including Cancer, Haemophilia, Blindness, 
cardiovascular and rare diseases. Latest technologies and techniques will also be showcased as well 
as new data on the basic science underpinning many of the clinical successes.  

 

1 The European Society of Gene and Cell Therapy (ESGCT) is a non-profit organisation committed to supporting 
the advance of basic and translational research and clinical applications of gene and cell therapy. ESGCT has a 
growing membership including students, scientists, clinicians, ethicists and regulators from both academia and 
industry. For further information on ESGCT please visit www.esgct.eu  

 
2 Finnish scientists have been active in the field of gene therapy for several years. The Finnish Society of Gene 
Therapy (FSGT) was established in 1999 to be able to share ideas between research groups and individual 
scientists as well as organize scientific meetings and training courses. For further information on FSGT please visit 
http://fsgt.fi/. 

 
3 http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs13238-015-0153-5 
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Annex A 
 

Editing our future; 
Facilitating dialogue on the use of gene-editing to modify human embryos 

 
Briefing paper 

 
 
The issue: Scientists are rapidly developing highly accurate techniques for pinpointing and editing our genes. This 
technology holds promise for the effective treatment of many diseases, however we must proceed with caution. 
Not only is there still much work to be done to fine tune the system to avoid side effects, there are also serious 
ethical considerations pertinent to scientists and to society. The most controversial of these is the use of editing 
tools to manipulate the genes in embryonic cells (the so-called germ line) that would not only change the genetic 
code of an individual but also all their future children. To date, 25 countries have signed up to an agreement that 
prohibits the editing of human germline DNA because they have recognised that the technology is too new, safety 
information too limited and the potential for harm too unknown. There is also a broad moral question of whether 
it is right to manipulate germ line DNA.  
 
In March 2015 a research group from China published what are thought to be the results of the first experiments 
editing human germline cells, causing outrage among the scientific community. We are now faced with an urgent 
need for a global strategy, informed by a wide reaching consultation with everyone from scientists to policy-
makers to the public. 
 
ESGCT’s position: The gene therapy community is one that has learned the value of engaging a broad audience in 
transparent debate about new technologies, and in particular, their impact on medicine and indeed humanity. 
The emergence of sophisticated gene editing technologies that are cheap, quick and easy to use is an exciting 
advance for biomedical science. But as with all powerful new technologies there are serious ethical issues that 
need to be discussed. In this case, the most pressing issue for science, and for society, is the application of gene 
editing technologies to the manipulation of germline cells. In light of the recent publication from China showing 
active experimentation on human embryos using the CRISPR.Cas9 system ESGCT supports an immediate embargo 
on all such testing until such a time that a full, thorough and consultative investigation can be conducted. To 
initiate this process, and in its position as an independent body, ESGCT will bring together experts and opinion 
leaders on gene editing and the human germline during its 2015 Annual Congress in Helsinki. The extraordinary 
workshop aims to open up dialogue with the many stakeholders that must engage in debate to ensure that this 
technology only be used when we are sufficiently certain of its safety and when the social and ethical issues have 
been thoroughly explored. 
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