	Brain pacemakers may help rectify neurological disorders 


PSYCHO BABBLE & VITHAL C NADKARNI
[image: image2]
TIMES NEWS NETWORK[image: image3][ FRIDAY, DECEMBER 17, 2004 12:14:00 AM][image: image4.png]




	

	MUMBAI: Heart pacemakers are passé today. Even Dick Cheney has one. But brain pacemakers are state-of-the-art. Despite the internet jokes, none of the leading politicos, not even the leader of the sole superpower, has one of these second generation gizmos which deliver precisely targeted electrical stimulation to the brain to treat otherwise untreatable maladies. 

Things could however change dramatically: a handful of scientists, including some from India, are experimenting cautiously with pacemakers with the hope of treating otherwise hopeless behavioural, neurological and psychiatric disorders. 

Paresh Doshi, consultant neurosurgeon to Jaslok Hospital, said: “We’re excited about extending the use of pacemakers against previously untested areas — against untreatable pain and intractable cases of epilepsy, also most resistant forms of depression and against obsessive compulsive disorder, which is marked by potentially devastating repetitive thoughts and routines. Recently, we implanted a pacemaker, India’s first such case, to restart a paralysed diaphragm, which had confined the patient to a ventilator as in the case of the late ‘Superman’ Christopher Reeves.” 

Along with neurologist Mohit Bhat, Dr Doshi’s team was involved in the first “indigenous” implantation of a pacemaker to treat Parkinson’s disease in October 1999. 

“We’re now in the process of applying for the requisite permissions through the department of science and technology to extend the use of these devices in a collaborative project with the All-India Medical Sciences, Delhi, to treat psychiatric disorders and epilepsy,” Dr Doshi said. 

As the sole Asian in a seven-member surgical task force, he recently helped evaluate surgical therapies including deep brain stimulation, lesional surgeries, and neural transplants in Rome under the auspices of the Movement Disorders Society. 

French neurosurgeon Alim-Louis Benabid at the University of Grenoble who pioneered the technique of electrical control of Parkinson’s and is also on the task-force, told ET that implanted devices had opened a whole new world of research and host of new applications could be expected in the next decade

“While the scientists have highlighted the ethically sensitive nature of the research, we’ve also found that they are extremely encouraged by the results,” he said. 

Experts say such caution is extremely well warranted. After all, a pacemaker in the brain has vastly different connotations from that in the heart. First, you’re dealing with the seat of identity and individuality. 

Second, you’ve got to contend with the legacy of the psychiatric surgery boom in the 1920s. This involved indiscriminate use of lobotomies and electroshock therapy, which led to a public scandal and backlash. 

Which is why researchers are proceeding with all sorts of protective protocols, and informed consents about the risks and benefits. 

Said Dr Benabid, “We must remember that first generation pacemakers were originally developed for the treatment of pain. We extended their application to tame the tremor of movement disorders in 1995. This involved implantation of electrodes deep into the brain, to stimulate specific targets such as the thalamus, to modulate function. Unlike lesional surgery, which selectively takes out hyperactive cells, the effects of deep brain stimulation (DBS) are completely reversible the moment you switch off the pacemaker.” 

In the last five years, nearly 120 DBS cases have been done in India: 65 of them at Jaslok and the rest at Shri Chitra Thirunamal Institute at Thiruanananthapuram and the All-India Institute of Medical Sciences in Delhi. 

Thanks to preferential pricing, the cost of the device and surgery in the country works out to about $7,000. The same thing costs $40,000 in Europe and $70,000 in the US. The sole manufacturer of the devices is the 55-year-old Minneapolis-based Medtronic Corp which had a revenue of $9bn in April ’04. 

Large trials are planned in Europe and the US to control cases of epilepsy with pacemakers, where neither drugs nor surgery work. 

Although preliminary results of pilot studies of obsessive compulsive disorder cases have been encouraging, researchers caution that lots of work needs to be done before brain pacemakers can hope to become as common as those in the heart. 




