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From the President’s Desk 
 
John Rasko, BSc(Med), MBBS(Hons), PhD, MAICD, FFSc(RCPA), FRCPA, FRACP, FAHMS  
Professor, Sydney Medical School, University of Sydney 
Head, Gene and Stem Cell Therapy Program, Centenary Institute 
Head of Department, Cell & Molecular Therapies, Royal Prince Alfred Hospital 
Australia 
 

So will you please say "Hello" to the folks that I know / Tell them I won't be long 

They'll be happy to know that as you saw me go / I was singin' this song … 

We'll meet again 

Don't know where, don't know when / But I know we'll meet again some sunny day 

Written by Hughie Charles & Ross Parker, as sung by Vera Lynn 
 
Dear Friends of the international cell & gene therapy community, 
 
I am writing my last Telegraft tidings From the President’s Desk during an unprecedented epoch in 
recent history. The massive social, economic and humanitarian upheaval brought by the COVID-19 
crisis was unimagined only several months ago. I cannot think of a time during my almost 3 score 
years on this planet when such turmoil has fomented. A plague of such proportion has induced me 
to use biblical language. No one’s lives have been left untouched - we are all in this together. The 
personal and professional challenges are daunting and yet life goes on for those of us who must 
continue to face unfamiliar daily obstacles.  
 
The global COVID-19 pandemic also presents a massive challenge for our communities and for ISCT. 
In addition to the personal and professional challenges, there are real financial hurdles that need to 
be overcome for our cherished Society to expand its services in the future. For those of us on the 
medical front line, witnessing the devastation and personal hardship that COVID-19 has caused 
throughout the world is heartbreaking. The suffering and decimation of individuals and whole 
families is indeed an international tragedy. And yet our resilient communities show compassion and 
care for those in need. ISCT stands alongside each member of the community in hoping to provide 
some degree of support and assistance during the crisis. 
 
Through this uncertain time, ISCT is maintaining an unrelenting focus on continuing to serve the cell 
and gene therapy global community. Communication with all members and enrichment of their 
professional lives endures. While 2020 will not afford us the pleasure of gathering face-to-face at our 
annual meeting, ISCT has created an innovative and immersive virtual environment. Online we can 
interact and meet for an exciting programme of stimulating lectures and exhibits. We have selected 
the very best presentations for a compressed virtual meeting on the 28th and 29th of May 2020 that I 
strongly encourage you to support (click here to learn more about what to expect at ISCT 2020 Paris 
Virtual).  
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The ISCT 2020 Paris Virtual meeting will provide a peer-curated scientific program addressing timely 
and critical topics across the full cell and gene therapy development spectrum. These include: 

• 35 sessions with over 50 hours of LIVE and on demand streaming, and access to a global line-

up of leading experts in cell and gene therapy translation 

• 6 LIVE broadcasted Plenary Sessions focusing on the latest translation advancements from 

basic research, pre-clinical studies and clinical trials for a variety of therapeutic modalities 

including MSCs, immune effector cells, exosomes, gene-engineered cells, and iPSCs 

• Chief Scientific Officer Showcase on COVID-19 reporting from the front line 

• Hot topics in Strategies for Commercialization and Quality and Operations 

• 500+ abstracts discussing the latest data and research outputs from your peers within an 

interactive online platform. 

 
There will be networking opportunities with over 1800 global cell and gene therapy professionals. 
There will be B2B opportunities with an interactive exhibit floor and partnering forum to set up one-
on-one group meetings. Convenient and remote access will occur across all time zones – connecting 
our members from across the globe. I strongly encourage you to secure your registration now 
at ISCT2020.com which offers heavily subsidized access fees for members. We will continue to 
provide enduring educational links to the 2020 Paris Virtual Meeting for a year online so that anyone 
who misses aspects of the event can join in later. Although we will not be in the same room 
together, we will soon connect through a virtual environment that is purpose-built for ISCT. Through 
our best efforts, the 2020 Paris Virtual Meeting will establish a standard of online meetings that will 
be hard to match.  
 
ISCT has just recently completed our important duty to elect new leaders throughout the world. 
Congratulations to the newly elected/ re-elected leaders. I wish to thank each and every one of the 
candidates - whether successful or not - for their contribution to a healthy democratic international 
Society. Enormous effort is placed in selecting nominees and it is extremely pleasing that we have 
elected another cohort of emerging and established leaders in their respective fields. Thanks to 
those who voted in the elections as full active members of ISCT. 
 
In relation to specific aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic, ISCT has released a statement on unproven 
stem cell treatments for COVID-19 (https://isctglobal.org/news/494824/ISCT-Releases-Statement-
on-Unproven-Stem-Cell-Treatments-for-COVID-19.htm). ISCT has taken a stand against organisations 
marketing unproven COVID-19 cell and gene therapies (https://isctglobal.org/news/497106/ISCT-
takes-a-stand-against-organizations-marketing-unproven-COVID-19-cell-and-gene-therapies.htm). 
The Presidential Task Force on the Use of Unproven and/or Unethical Cell and Gene Therapies 
remains very active. The Task Force monitors the international situation to ensure that false hope or 
financially improper inducements are not offered to unfortunate families affected by COVID-19. In 
this issue of Telegraft you will find our first articles regarding the COVID-19 crisis, which will become 
a recurring feature over the coming months.  
 
When I was elected as the first President from the Southern Hemisphere, I set out a plan to augment 
our existing portfolio of activities and priorities. My goals included the desire to improve internal and 
external communications, enhance gender equity and mentorship at all levels, strengthen ISCT’s 
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leadership through the Presidential Task Force on the Use of Unproven and/or Unethical Cell and 
Gene Therapies, consolidate our financial reserves and independence while forging new links with 
other learned Societies. And, of course, we have steadily increased our membership numbers year-
on-year. It is for history to judge whether some of these goals have been successful. Nonetheless it is 
with a sense of pride that I hand over the gavel to our next President, Professor Bruce Levine, at the 
end of the 2020 Paris Virtual Meeting. ISCT is in steady hands, with nimble tweeting fingers. 
 
There will be other opportunities for me to reflect on the last two years of my Presidency. For now, 
at this time of international crisis, I want to convey my personal thanks to the Head Office and all the 
elected leadership of ISCT. They have provided the best possible service to our close professional 
community. Each one of you, each member, each leader and each committee chair has contributed 
tirelessly in their own time to pursue the mission of ISCT. Ultimately our focus is on patients. Our 
goal is to improve their wellbeing through medical research and the supply of cell and gene therapy 
clinical therapeutics. That focus has never changed, and will never change, despite any interruptions 
or threats that this pandemic might throw at us. 
 
To paraphrase the words of Dame Vera Lynn, who uplifted a war-ravaged world mid-last century, I 
know we’ll meet again face-to-face in the future. On that sunny day, we will celebrate our shared 
goals in achieving therapies for patients with unmet needs. We will emerge from this while being 
mindful of the losses suffered by our colleagues and friends across the world. Our condolences go to 
those families who have been devastated by the current crisis.  
 
In closing my last From the President’s Desk, I wish to convey my thanks to many unsung ISCT 
members who have reached out to me with advice or encouragement over the last two years. At this 
time when the world is in turmoil, I am confident that ISCT is in a strong financial position and will 
demonstrate its resilience under the careful leadership of the incoming ISCT Executive Management 
Committee and Board. It has been an honour and a pleasure to serve the global cell and gene 
therapy community as President of this enduring and respected Society over the last two years. 
Thank you for giving me this privilege. ISCT members continue to work tirelessly for the benefit of 
patients every day. We ultimately serve to make their world a better one. May each, and every one 
of you, your families, your friends and your community remain safe during this challenging time. 
 


