PRESS INFORMATION

Medical advances bring hope for Harriet

Lesley and Jason Gregory and their family from Derby are looking forward to a happy New Year  thanks to a combination of medical skill, scientific advance and a new baby.
Their fifth child, 19-month old Harriet, was born with a serious and as yet undiagnosed neurological disorder which means she cannot suck or swallow and has to be fed through a tube.  Harriet also has to be wired up to saturation machines 24 hours a day that monitor her heart rate and oxygen levels.  With no idea of what was really wrong, no-one could give them any hope of treatment which might improve her condition, let alone cure her.

Feeling totally useless but determined to find answers as to why Harriet was slowly deteriorating, the Gregory family set up a website called www.helpharriet.org . The initial purpose of the website was to find someone somewhere in the world who could help Harriet’s consultants to save her life.  They also spent hours scanning the internet for leads.  As a result, they became aware of stem cell research happening around the world with conditions such as cerebral palsy – the closest to Harriet’s own condition.
Many of these trials were using umbilical cord stem cells - the richest and easiest to obtain source of adult stem cells.  However, successful treatment requires a good, close match and most cords are routinely thrown away after the birth. The best step forward for the Gregory family was to have another baby and then store the baby’s stem cells privately, so they were delighted when Lesley fell pregnant early in 2010.  
The family then needed to look at how they might collect and store the new baby’s cord stem cells. They found a number of companies provided such a service, both based in the UK and abroad, but it was Harriet’s neurologist at the Queen’s Medical Centre in Nottingham who told them about Future Health, based nearby, which already stores over 30,000 samples for families around the world in a purpose-built facility.
The next hurdle for the family was how to check whether the new baby was affected by Harriet’s condition; the doctors had warned Lesley and Jason that there was a one in ten chance of this happening.  Fortunately, another new technology came to their aid from another UK company called Baby Premier.  Baby Premier provides sophisticated 4D ultra sound imaging which generates real-time moving images of the baby in the womb, capturing a wide variety of movements in enormous detail, including facial movements.  Therefore, unlike conventional 2D ultrasound scans given during pregnancy, these would be able to show clearly whether the developing baby was able to suck and swallow.  
To Lesley and Jason’s relief, regular 4D scans throughout her pregnancy showed that the baby was sucking and swallowing normally and they could subsequently make arrangements for a cord blood and cord tissue collection to be made at the birth.

But just as the family began to feel optimistic about the future, another major hurdle presented itself.  Doctors told Jason and Lesley that Harriet had a double twist scoliosis of the spine which was crushing her lungs and putting pressure on her heart.  Without an operation Harriet could die within months, but the operation itself was risky and could also kill her.

Jason and Lesley decided that to give Harriet any chance of a future, the operation had to go ahead.  This took place at the Queen’s Medical Centre in Nottingham in September and to everyone’s relief Harriet came through it.  There then followed four anxious weeks in hospital before she could come home. With Harriet’s operation a success, the family could now look forward to the arrival of the new baby and the possibility of providing Harriet with another life line through her brother’s or sister’s stem cells.

Lesley gave birth to a healthy baby boy, on 24 October 2010 at the Royal Derby Hospital. Jason and Lesley have called their new son Michael, after Michael Grevitt, the surgeon who undertook Harriet’s life-saving spine operation.
Michael’s cord blood and cord tissue samples were collected immediately after his birth by a trained midwife, supplied by Future Health.  They were then transferred to Future Health’s laboratories in Nottingham for testing and processing before being cryogenically frozen and stored for an initial term of 25 years.
The cord tissue and cord blood samples contain different types of stem cells.  Cord blood stem cells can already be used to treat up to 85 different medical conditions of the blood and immune system.  Cord tissue stem cells have the capacity to differentiate into bone, muscle, tendon and cartilage and are therefore the great hope of regenerative medicine. 

Michael’s samples will be a perfect match for him but they are also a probably close match for Harriet and are now ready and waiting for the day when doctors are able to use them.

This Christmas in the Gregory household will therefore be even more special than last year – because it brings both a new baby and new hope for Harriet.

To find out more about Baby Premier and 4D ultrasound imaging go to www.babypremier.co.uk
To find out more about Future Health Biobank and options for cord stem cell banking go to www.futurehealth.co.uk
You can read more about Harriet and view her blog at www.helpharriet.org
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