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Of Mice and Men

Sceptics often ask “What is the use of research done on mice when we are nothing like mice?”  If this were true then mouse research would indeed be not just a waste of tiem, but a ser4ious diversion from the activity needed to help us discover the causes of and (eventually) cures for serious genetic diseases.  However, this is not the case, and the mouse is proving an invaluable aid in medical research, without which we would not have been able to make the rapid progress that we have witnessed in recent years. 

I recently visited the Medical Research Council’s Mammalian Genetics Unit at Harwell, in Oxfordshire.  This centre, working in close collaboration with other centres in Europe and around the world, played a major role in sequencing the mouse genome, and has now moved on to the process of understanding the twenty thousand genes that make this up.  To do this will require the creation of lines of laboratory mice manifesting the consequences of mutations in particular genes, resulting in mouse models of diseases of interest.  As a result of advances in reproductive technology affected mouse embryo can be frozen and stored for use at a date in the future, rather than having to keep the strains of live mice running around waiting to be used.  This is a major project for the European Commissions Seventh Framework Programme that has the potential to create a resource that will boost our understanding of many important genetic diseases. 

The inevitable consequences of the work of the MRC’s unit at Harwell is that the number of mice used in research will increase as more and more models for specific genetic mutations and combinations become available.  Whilst no-one that uses animals in research in the UK is able to do so without complying with a very strict regulatory framework – which includes justifying the use of animals against other possible alternatives (and if these exist then they must be used if it is ethical to do so) nevertheless the rise in numbers may give cause for concern by some.  However, it can also be seen as a positive development, in that it means that more diseases are being investigated, and for some of them at least, the need to use mice will diminish as the work moves on to human subjects making mouse numbers X and the decline for a particular disease model.  And progress in understanding that, makes safe, effective human research to take us closer to causes and cures for serious genetic diseases.  

Mice are important in other ways too, because they have been extensively used in research for many years a great deal is known about their physiology and their pathology.  They are small and easily manageable, and it is possible to observe changes in them relatively quickly – much more so than for other animals with longer breeding cycles and time to maturity, making research affordable and speedy progress feasible. 

The contribution to our understanding of genetic disease that properly regulated animal research can make is potentially huge.  For this potential to be realised, the research needs support, and researchers need protection against the work of extremists.  It is good to see that movements such as “Pro-test” are getting off the ground, and the People’s Petition, www.peoplespetition.org.uk originated by the Coalition for Medical Progress and signed by thousands and thousands of people since its launch are getting momentum and revealing that the extremists, do not have the ear of the public who, by and large recognise the importance of medical research, and want to see it flourish.

Long may this continue 

Alastair Kent

Director of GIG
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