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Injection of hope through China’s stem-cell therapies 
Desperate patients from all over the world are travelling to China for stem-cell therapies that are 
not available in their own countries. However, properly designed and controlled clinical trials are 
urgently required to prove the safety and efficacy of such treatments. Jane Qiu reports. 

“I did not go to China with the 
expectation of a miraculous cure”, 
says Richard Chin, referring to the 
stem-cell treatment he had last spring 
at the Nanshan People’s Hospital 
in Shenzhen, Guangdong Province, 
China. Chin, who has had ataxia 
for more than a decade, found the 
Shenzhen-based company Beike 
Biotechnology while surfing the 
internet; Beike supplies stem cells, 
derived from umbilical cord blood, 
and growth factors to a network of 
11 hospitals in China and one hospital 
in Thailand for the treatment of many 
neurological conditions.

Beike was founded in July 2005, 
but has had few articles published 
in international, peer-reviewed 
journals; however, the company’s 
website states that 80% of the 2000 
patients it has treated “are happy 
with the improvement, while a higher 
percentage have had improvements 
recorded by their doctors”. Moreover, 
20% of patients go back for more 
injections. The company makes 
it clear that the treatment “by no 
means guarantees improvement”, 
although its website contains glowing 
testimonials about improvements 
that can only be categorised as 
miracles. 

Although such carefully packaged 
but unproven stem-cell therapies 
promise hope rather than a cure, 
the prospect is all too tempting to 
terminally ill patients who have 
nowhere else to turn. Chin did a lot 
of research and consulted widely 
before deciding to give Beike a go. “It’s 
probably safe if thousands of people 
have had the treatment. So what do I 
have to lose?” he asked.

The procedure is the same for 
all diseases: intravenous and/or 
intrathecal injections of stem cells, 
followed by daily infusions of growth 
factors. Chin describes this as “one 
treatment fits all”. Unusually, patients 
get to decide how the cells are given, 
which depends on their willingness 
to endure painful spinal puncture, 
and how many times the procedure is 
done, which depends on their budget. 

On the basis of conversations with 
other patients who have had the 
treatment at Nanshan, Chin decided 
to have four intrathecal injections of 
stem cells, which were given every 
4–5 days, and a separate intravenous 
drip of stem cells. He also received 
daily intensive rehabilitation therapy 
and electrostimulation, massage, 
acupuncture, and herbal remedies 
during his month-long stay, which 
cost US$18 000 excluding travel 
expenses or food.

Chin is just one of many patients 
who travel to China for such 
treatments. Thanks to Beike’s 
advertising tactics, with promotional 
agencies in Europe, North America, 
and Turkey, the company has 
attracted 400 patients from overseas 
during the past 2 years, and now 
treats up to 50 foreign and 130 
Chinese patients each month. The 
company is aggressively expanding its 
business, and aims to recruit a further 

14 Chinese hospitals and to set up 
centres in India, Bulgaria, Romania, 
and Panama.

Because Beike operates a “treat 
and discharge” policy, none of the 
doctors at Nanshan or any of the 
other cooperating hospitals follow 
the progress of their patients; 
therefore, Chin asked Susan Perlman, 
a neurologist at the University 
of California in Los Angeles who 
specialises in ataxia, to examine 
him before and after treatment. 
Perlman says there were some minor 
but quantifiable improvements 
in Chin’s symptoms 1 month 
after the treatment; for example, 
in gait, stance, alternating hand 
movements, and heel–shin slide. “But 
most improvements seem to have 
disappeared by 6 months”, she says. 
Another two patients of Perlman’s—
one with ataxia and the other with 
spinal cord injury—had similar changes 
in their symptoms after being treated 
at Nanshan.

The multifaceted nature of the 
treatments that patients receive at 
Nanshan makes it difficult to assess 
whether the observed improvements 
are due to the injected stem cells. 
However, the time course of the 
effects might be telling, says Perlman. 
“It might take longer than a month 
for the cells to migrate to the right 
place, differentiate into neurons, and 
integrate with the local tissue; and the 
effects should be longer lasting”, she 
speculates. “So it is more likely that 
other regimens are at play, especially 
because we know that intensive 
rehabilitation could temporarily 
improve neurological conditions.” 
She likens the treatment to doping. 
“It seems to be a temporary fix and 
may not help the patients in the long 
run.” Gu
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Despite the scepticism surrounding 
Beike’s stem-cell therapy, there is 
no shortage of customers who are 
willing to defend the company. In a 
comment posted on the Australian 
internet forum 6minutes, Jim Savage, 
a quadriplegic from Houston, 
Texas, states that his pectorialis and 
abdominal muscles “have begun 
working after being inactive for 
25 years” and he plans to go back to 
Beike for another treatment. Similarly, 
Christine Gray from Canada, who has 
ataxia, says that the stem-cell therapy 
has changed her life: “I can now walk 
without falling, use the stairs, ride a 
bus, and live my life independently.” 
Whether these are placebo effects or 
long-lasting improvements is hard to 
know. 

There are also serious concerns 
about the basic science that underlies 
the treatment. Beike has not 
determined what happens to the cells 
injected into the blood stream or 
spinal cord. “Do they turn into neurons 
at all?” asks Wise Young, a neurologist 
at the Rutgers University, New Jersey, 
who specialises in spinal cord injury. 
“Chinese researchers really need to 
prove it scientifically, and conducting 
properly designed and controlled 
clinical trials is the only way to go.”

Sean Hu, Beike’s chairman, 
defends his practice by quoting the 
observational studies done between 
2001 and 2005, in which 200 patients 
with brain trauma, amyotrophic 
lateral sclerosis, or spinal cord injury 
received similar treatments. Hu and 
his colleagues claim to have seen 
beneficial effects, although none of the 
results has been published. They admit 
their studies might not be conclusive 
because of the small patient numbers 
and the lack of control groups; 
however, he maintains that most of 
Beike’s patients have improvements 
in symptoms such as bladder function 
and body sensation. “We are planning 
proper multicentre clinical trials to 
prove that the treatment is safe and 
effective”, he says. “This is our priority 
at the moment.” Beike is also about to 

submit several papers to international, 
peer-reviewed journals. 
Hu attributes the controversy 
to people’s reactions to nascent 
technologies. “When there is a 
new therapy, there will always be 
opposition because it challenges 
the status quo.” Many of Beike’s 
critics, however, think that it is more 
about the observation of the norms 
and ethics of clinical practice than 
objections to new technologies. 
Many Chinese stem-cell researchers 
and bioethicists are highly critical of 
Beike’s practices. “The procedure is 
not verified and could be harmful,” 
remarks Qiu Renzong, a bioethicist at 
the Institute of Philosophy, Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences. “Beike is 
taking advantage of highly vulnerable 
patients.” However, Hu says that they 
just want to help patients. “It’s all 
legal. We haven’t broken any rules.” 

Under the Chinese regulatory 
framework the injection of umbilical 
cord blood falls into the same 
category as blood transfusion, bone 
marrow transplantation, and organ 
transplantation; therefore, it does 
not need approval by the health 
ministry. “But a prerequisite is that 
the cells must not be cultured for 
longer than 24 hours or with any 
exogenous growth factors”, says a 
Beijing-based stem-cell researcher, 
who asked not to be named. The 
Beike website clearly states that 
growth factors are used to culture 
stem cells, and the cells are allowed to 
proliferate for 7–10 days before they 
are harvested. Hu also says that the 
transfusion of umbilical stem cells is 
a proven procedure to treat diseases 
such as leukaemia. “So we know 
it’s safe.” Qiu, however, disagrees: 
“Doctors must conduct clinical trials 

before this can be used on a wide 
population to treat other conditions, 
especially when the cells are delivered 
through other routes.”

A written statement from the 
Chinese health ministry says that it 
has never reviewed Beike’s stem-cell 
injection technique and is, therefore, 
not in a position to comment on 
the company’s practices. However, 
there are signs that the ministry has 
begun to clamp down and investigate 
such stem-cell treatments. A source 
close to the ministry discloses 
that it has closed down Yuantong 
Biotechnology, a spin-off company 
of the Jilin University, that offered 
stem-cell therapy for a wide range of 
conditions, because of serious side-
effects. According to the source, this 
has disquieted the management at 
Beike, who have been lobbying hard 
to convince Chinese health officials 
that their procedure has cured many 
patients and is the hope for stem-
cell research and industry in China. 
However, he adds that Beike’s claims 
of safety and efficacy are entirely 
groundless: “It has brought nothing 
but shame to China’s stem-cell 
research and clinical practice.” 

Back in California, Chin is 
philosophical about his experience 
at Beike. “I do not regret getting the 
treatment. I wouldn’t have found out 
whether it worked if I hadn’t tried”, 
he says. “But it is unlikely that I will go 
back for more injections.” He objects, 
however, to a blanket ban on such 
unproven therapies, and believes that 
patients should be able to opt for 
such treatments, provided balanced 
information is available for them to 
make sound judgments. 

How would Perlman advise 
prospective patients who are 
considering going to Beike? “Though I 
wouldn’t tell them not to go, I would 
try to discuss the unknowns in this 
treatment and be the weight that pulls 
them back”, she says. 

Jane Qiu
jane@janeqiu.com

“Many Chinese stem-cell 
researchers and bioethicists are 
highly critical of Beike’s 
practices. ‘The procedure is not 
verified and could be harmful.’”


