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WASHINGTON -- Making good on a key campaign promise and reigniting a long-standing ethical controversy, the House approved legislation Thursday to expand federal funding of embryonic stem cell research in the search for cures for diseases such as Parkinson's, Alzheimer's and juvenile diabetes.

The bill now goes to the White House, and President Bush promised to veto it when he returns from Europe next week. He said Thursday that the House "chose to discard existing protections on human life."

The Senate also has passed the stem cell measure, but supporters in both chambers fell short of the two-thirds majority necessary to override a veto.

Still, the Democratic Congress' passage of the bill -- which is supported by a number of high-profile Republicans, including Nancy Reagan -- forces Bush into the position of rejecting a popular bill and reinforces a political confrontation that will doubtless reach into the 2008 presidential contest. Supporters say they plan to keep introducing the bill until it passes, assuring that the matter stays before the public.

The emotional question of whether the government should fund the research using discarded embryos proved a political winner for Democrats in the 2006 campaign, as they attacked Republicans for being in thrall to the religious right and rejecting a scientific technique that could save innumerable lives.

The House voted 247-176 on Thursday, with 37 Republicans joining 210 Democrats to support the measure. With a new crop of Democratic lawmakers, supporters gained 16 votes this year compared with similar legislation considered during the last Congress.

With a few exceptions, Democrats from Illinois voted for the bill, Republicans against it. Democratic Reps. Jerry Costello and Dan Lipinski cast "no" votes; Republican Reps. Judy Biggert and Mark Kirk voted yes.

"This legislation does not seek to destroy life, it seeks to preserve life," said House Majority Leader Steny Hoyer (D-Md.), noting that the embryos would be discarded by fertility clinics in any case. "We have a moral obligation to provide our scientific community with the tools it needs to save lives, and this legislation accomplishes exactly that."

Great hopes for primordial cells
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Embryonic stem cells are capable of forming all of the different tissue types found in the human body, and most scientists believe that could lead to treatment for an array of serious ailments, from Parkinson's and Alzheimer's diseases to cancer and spinal-cord injuries.

But critics decry the destruction of human embryos that takes place in the course of that research. "If this bill were to become law, American taxpayers would for the first time in our history be compelled to support the deliberate destruction of human embryos," Bush said. "Crossing that line would be a grave mistake."

The president and other opponents also say researchers can use stem cells found in adults, umbilical cord blood, amniotic fluid and placentas. Rep. Michael Burgess (R-Texas) was among the many Republicans who cited a new scientific report on the potential for using skin cells in mice.

"Here we have a stem cell created from a skin cell without destroying an embryo," Burgess said. "The science has moved tremendously."

Democrats expressed skepticism about the news reports. "It is ironic that every time we vote on this legislation, there's a major scientific study that says you don't have to do stem cell research," said Rep. Rahm Emanuel (D-Ill.).

Emanuel said that in the 1950s, as polio swept the country, Congress stepped forward to support the scientists. "With funding from Washington, we found a cure for polio," he said. "Politics did not lead the way. Scientific research led the way."

In 2001, Bush prohibited federally funded research using embryonic stem cell lines derived after Aug. 9 of that year. Scientists have complained that only 22 of the cell lines are available for use and that they are of limited genetic diversity.

Thursday's debate was highly personal, as lawmakers spoke of family members suffering from disease or of their own medical troubles. Rep. Jan Schakowsky (D-Ill.) noted that she lost her daughter-in-law, Fiona, to cancer at an early age.

Debate crosses abortion divide

"Let me just say then for Fiona and for my grandchildren, who are left motherless at a very, very young age, and for all the families, I'm not alone," Schakowsky said. "No one is alone in this." She added, "Should we throw away unused embryonic stem cells? Should we toss in the garbage, literally, the possibilities of these cures? I don't think so."

The debate over embryonic stem cell research has divided lawmakers who traditionally oppose abortion. Most abortion opponents maintain that the research is tantamount to murder, but others say the research protects life for the living.

Rep. James Langevin (D-R.I.), who opposes abortion, said he struggled with whether to support the research because he knows how fragile life is. Langevin was accidentally shot when he was a police recruit 27 years ago, leaving him paralyzed.
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"I was told back then that I would never walk again, but I have hope and faith," said Langevin, speaking from his wheelchair on the House floor as he offered support for the research.

But opponents like Rep. Phil Gingrey (R-Ga.) said research should not use embryos capable of developing into babies. "Let's put aside political posturing," Gingrey said. "We do not have to sacrifice human life to further stem cell research."
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