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An introduction to Adult Stem Cell therapy
Adult stem cell therapy is a new technique that shows promising signs of being able to help animals cope with the debilitating effects of arthritis. This is a new technique that was developed by Vet-Stem Regenerative Medicine, San Diego, and has been made available for use only in Canada and the U.S.

What are adult stem cells?

Adult stem cells are primitive cells that are found in most the tissues of the adult body. They are a natural source of reserve cells that are available to help the body repair itself. These are NOT to be confused with embryonic stem cells that are derived from embryonic tissue.

How do adult stem cells  work?

There are many theories as to how adult stem cells work.
1. They are known to give trophic support to tissues. This means that they can encourage the repair of tissue by encouraging new blood flow to the damaged area for example.

2. They are known to have anti-inflammatory properties both directly and by altering local chemical production in tissues.

3. They can change into different types of tissue depending on what the repair requirements are locally. They can therefore change into connective tissue, muscle tissue or nerve tissue for example.

4. They have an ability to home in on a site of injury and be very specific in their actions.

5. They can moderate the effects of the immune system. This is particularly useful in cases where the immune system is operating incorrectly and is damaging the tissue.

What conditions do we use stem cell therapy to treat?

In small animal medicine the majority of cases that are treated with stem cells include arthritis, polyarthritis, tendon and ligament injuries and fracture repair cases.

 However there is current research into further conditions that may benefit from stem cell therapy such as immune-mediated diseases, liver and kidney disease.

What are the aims of stem cell therapy?

The goal of regenerative stem cell therapy is to maximize strength, range of motion and performance of an arthritic joint or tissue. We are also looking to reduce scars, pain and future disease in the damaged area.
Where do we get the stem cells from and what happens to them?

The adult stem cells are obtained from a fat sample that is removed from the patient during a small surgical procedure. The fat tissue is then couriered to the lab where the tissue is processed to remove, filter and concentrate the adult stem cells. 
The samples are then returned by courier and are injected back into the same animal under a light sedation. The cells are not altered in any way and are the same cells that have been removed from your pet 24 hours previously.
We use fat as the source of the stem cells because it gives a high cell yield, it yields a family of different stem cells, it is easily available and we have a renewable source of tissue.

Is it a one off treatment?
Currently we are not sure how often the treatment is required. The frequency will probably vary from patient to patient. The lab will store a sample of the cells cryogenically for a year after the initial processing. This sample can be used at a later stage and cells have been shown to be viable for over 14 years when stored in this manner.

If we do not have enough cells we can always come back for a further sample.

What conditions are adult stem cells used to treat in humans?

Current disease research projects using adult stem cells in humans include Crohn’s disease, irritable bowel syndrome, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), lupus, diabetic ulcer treatment, cardiovascular disease, liver disease, renal disease, ischaemic disease (e.g. stroke, congestive heart failure etc.)






Eamon Draper BVSC CertSAS MRCVS

Fairview Animal Hospital, Halifax 

June 2011


