
 
 
Artificial blood tested on patients without consent 
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CHICAGO, Illinois (AP) -- Paramedics are testing an experimental blood substitute on severely 
injured patients without their consent in an unusual study under way or proposed at 20 hospitals 
around the country.  

The study was launched last month in Denver and follows similar 
research that was halted in 1998, when more than 20 patients died after 
getting a different experimental blood substitute.  

Supporters say the current product, PolyHeme, made by Northfield 
Laboratories of Evanston, Illinois, is safer and could save many of the 
nearly 100,000 people who die of bleeding injuries each year nationwide.  

"It could revolutionize how we take care of resuscitation in the United 
States and across the world," said lead investigator Dr. Ernest Moore, 
chief of trauma surgery at Denver Health Medical Center.  

The research is part of a race to find what doctors call the holy grail of 
emergency medicine: a product that works like human blood to save 
victims of car crashes, shootings or other trauma but could be carried in 
ambulances and given to people of any blood type.  
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The centers where the PolyHeme study is under way or proposed include the University of Texas Medical School in 
Houston; Loyola University Medical Center in Maywood, Illinois; Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota; and Regional 
Medical Center in Memphis, Tennessee. Northfield Laboratories would not disclose the names of the other 
participating hospitals.  

At community meetings, PolyHeme researchers offer light-blue plastic bracelets reading: "I Decline the Northfield 
PolyHeme Study." Only a few people have requested the bracelets, Moore said.  

Community input 

At a community health fair this week in Berwyn, Illinois, 57 residents listened to Loyola's pitch. Only one objected to 
the study on a response form.  

Berwyn resident Patricia Mars said she would be a willing subject.  

"At my age, I couldn't care less," said Mars, 79. "They might save a lot of lives."  

Dr. Richard Gamelli, chief of Loyola's burn center, will lead the study at Loyola if the hospital institutional review board 
approves it. "It's not really that much of an ethical or moral dilemma," Gamelli said.  

At an accident scene, the rescue squad "doesn't ask you if you want to be removed from your car" or given 
cardiopulmonary resuscitation, Gamelli said. "We kind of have a social contract to do the right thing already" without 
seeking consent.  

Earlier PolyHeme studies showed it was safe in hospitalized patients and could be used to temporarily replace a 
patient's entire blood, Gamelli said.  

In severely bleeding patients, replacing blood volume quickly is critical to survival.  

Ambulances do not carry human blood, which has a short shelf life. Instead, patients get an intravenous saline 
solution to temporarily build up fluid volume and restore blood pressure. But unlike blood, the fluid does not contain 
tissue-nourishing oxygen, so patients risk organ damage.  

PolyHeme lasts longer than blood. Also, it is made by extracting oxygen-carrying hemoglobin from human red blood 
cells and can be used in patients with any blood type.  

The blood substitute safely dissipates in the body after about 24 hours, the company said.  

 
 

 


