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Hong Kong: A Chinese rese-
archer claims that he helped
make the world's first geneti
cally edited bables — twin
glrls born this month whosa
DNA hesaid he allered with a
powerful new tool capable of
rewriting the very blueprint of
life, If true, it would bea profo
und leap ol science andethics.
A US seientist said he took
part i the work in China, bui
this kind of gene editing is
banned inthe United States be.
cause the DNA changes can
pass to future generations and
{trisks harmingother genes.
Many mainstream scien-
tists think it's toounsafisio ey,
Theresearcher, HeJiankul
of Shenghen, said he alterad
ambiryos for seven couples du.
ring fertility treatments, with
one pregnancy resulting ths

Researcher He Jiankui said his
goal s to try to bestow a trait
that few peaple naturally have -
an ahility to resist possible
future infection with Hiv

far He sald his goal was not to
cure or prevent an inheritod
disease, but to try to bestow a
tradt that few people naturally
have —an ahility to resist pos-
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Have first gene-edited babies been born?

Researcher In Chlna Clatms ‘Breakthrough’ But International Scientific Community Is Sceptical

sible future [nfection with
HIV, thes AIDS virus.

He said the parents invol
vistl declined to be identified or
interviewed, and he would not
say whene they live ar where
the work wasdone,

There 18 no independent
confirmation of He's claim,
and It has not been published
in a journal, where it would be
vetted by other experts, He re-
vealed it on Monday in Hong
Kong to one of the organizers
of an international conferen:
e on gene editing that (s set to
hegin on Tuesday, and earlier
in exglusive interviews with
The Assoctated Press,

“I feel a strong responsibi-
lity that it's not just o make a
first, but also make it an ex-
ample,” He told the AP “Socie
ty will decide whial to do next

intermsof &liowhlgurfurhm
ding suchseienea”

Some scientists wore asto-
unded to hear of theclaim and
strongly condemned (L

It's “unconscionable ... an
experiment on human beings
thist Is not marally orethically
defensible,” sald DrKiran Mu.
sunur, a University of Penn-
sylvania gene editing expert
and editor of a genetics jour
nal. “This is far (oo prematu-
e, said D Eric Topol, who he-
ads the Seripps Research
Translational Institute in Ca-
lifornda, “We're dealing with
thie operating instructions of a
human belng, [ts a bigdeal,”

However, one famed gene
tieist, Harvard University's
George Church, defended at-
tempting gene editing for HIV,
which he called “a major and

growing public health threat,”
“I think this I8 justiflable"
Chureh said of that goal,

More than 10 scientists ha
ve slgned a petition calling for
greater oversight on gene edi-
ting experiments after He Ji-
ankiai's claimm,

Hee's school savs it would
hire experts to Investigate, sa-
yingthe work “seriously viola-
tedd academic ethics and stan
dards” A spokesman for He
confirmed that he has been on
leave from teaching since ear-
Iy this yvear, but he remains on
the faculty and has a lab at the
university Shienehen city aut-
horities where He's lab is loca-
tedl has also lauhehed a med|-
il and ethics investigation,

In recent years scientists
hive discovered a relatively
gasy way to edit genes, the
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strands of DNA that govern
the body The lool, eallsd
CRISPR-cas9, makes it possib-
It operate on DINA to supply
i neaded gene or disable onie
that's causing problems, 1t
only recently been tried In
adults to treat deadly dispases,
and the changes are conlined
{6 that person.

He Jiankui, who goes by
“IK," and studied at Rice and
Stanford  universities in the
US, said he practiced oditing
milce, monkey and huiman em-
bryas in the lab for several ye
ars. Hesald he chose botry em-
brvo gene editing for HIV be
cause these Infections area big
problem in China. He sought
to disable a gene called CCRS
that forms o protein doorway
that allows HIV, the virus that
causes AIDS, toenter acell. .

Page - 1



