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PARIS: A sister-to-sister kidney transplant in
France reported yesterday is the first to combine
robotics, vaginal access and the donated organ’s
immediate implant after removal, according to
the surgeons. The procedure at the University
Hospital Centre in Toulouse was executed “in a
single go, exclusively with robots,” the lead sur-
geon, Frederico Sallustro, said. In addition, the
kidney was both removed and transplanted
through the vagina rather than via an incision, the
standard method, the hospital said in a press

release. Valerie Perez, 44, gave one of her kidneys
to her 43-year old sister Beatrice Perez on July 9,
with both of them in the operating theatre at the
same time. “The two sisters are doing well,” said
Sallustro, who was assisted in the operation by
medical robotics expert Nicolas Doumerc. The
donor was back at home the day after the surgery,
while her sister stayed on in hospital another three
days. About a hundred people-notably in India, the
United States and France-have benefited from
robotic kidney transplants in the last couple of

years, according to the hospital.
Sallustro and Doumerc first combined this high-

tech method with a transplant to the recipient via
the vagina in May. The donor in that case, however,
was a man. With the sisters, the surgical team
decided to add a further innovation by completing
both parts of the procedure-removal and inser-
tion-one immediately after the other. “I have been
dreaming of doing this operation for the last three
years,” Sallustro said, describing it as a “major step
forward.” —AFP

Cutting-edge kidney transplant a first

PARIS: Picture shows a transplant surgery at Toulouseís University Hospital. — AFP

PARIS: Doctor Nicolas Doumerc (right), expert on urologic robot-assisted surgery, and Federico Sallusto, urological surgeon coordi-
nator in charge of kidney transplantations, performing a transplant surgery. (Right) Picture shows Beatrice Perez, the donor of a kid-
ney received by a recipient through the vagina “exclusively by surgical robot” during a transplantation. — AFP photos

WASHINGTON: An almost complete ver-
sion of a tiny human brain has been grown
in a US lab in a move that could bring
major strides to the treatment of neurologi-
cal diseases, a scientist says. Rene Anand, a
professor at Ohio State University, has
grown in a dish a brain equal in maturity to
that of a five-week-old fetus, his university
reported. “It not only looks like the devel-
oping brain, its diverse cell types express
nearly all genes like a brain,” Anand said.
Around the size of a pea, the brain in a lab
dish includes multiple cell types, all major
regions of the brain and a spinal cord, but
lacks a vascular system, the university said.

It was grown from human skin cells and
is claimed to be the most complete brain of
its type grown yet. Anand presented his
research at a military health event in
Florida Tuesday. Major scientific advances
are usually published in peer-reviewed
journals, where the claims are assessed
independently before they are made pub-

lic. Anand and a colleague have co-found-
ed an Ohio start-up company to commer-
cialize the brain growth system, according
to the university.

Anand expects the grown brain will
allow easier and more ethical testing of
drugs’ effects on the mind, as scientists
seek cures for brain disease and nervous
system disorders, the school said. “The
power of this brain model bodes very well
for human health because it gives us better
and more relevant options to test and
develop therapeutics other than rodents,”
Anand said in a university report on his
research. It could also be a boon for general
neuroscience research as the brain allows a
hands-on approach to genome studies
rather than computer models currently
used. “Mathematical correlations and statis-
tical methods are insufficient to in them-
selves identify causation. You need an
experimental system-you need a human
brain,” he said. —AFP

Nearly complete 
brain grown in US lab

LONDON: Health officials in Britain have for
the first time endorsed e-cigarettes, saying
they are 95 percent safer than tobacco
equivalents and even suggesting doctors
should be able to prescribe the “game-
changing” devices to smokers trying to
quit. E-cigarettes, which allow users to
inhale nicotine-laced vapor but contain no
tobacco, have surged in popularity in
recent years but health bodies have so far
been wary of advocating them as a safer
alternative.

Governments from California to India
have tried to regulate their use more strict-
ly, many fearing they are a gateway to
tobacco smoking among teenagers, and
the World Health Organization has also
called for curbs on the devices. But in a
study published yesterday, Public Health
England (PHE) an agency of Britain’s
Department of Health, backed their use. “E-
cigarettes are not completely risk-free but
when compared to smoking, evidence
shows they carry just a fraction of the
harm,” said PHE’s Professor Kevin Fenton in
a statement.

The study said that since most of the
chemicals that cause smoking-related dis-
eases are absent in e-cigarettes, with the
current best estimate that e-cigarette use is
around 95 percent less harmful to health
than smoking, governments should offer
them to people looking to quit. While e-
cigarettes do contain nicotine, an addictive
drug, it is not nicotine that kills smokers
but rather chemicals in the tar found in the
smoke.

Although British doctors and stop-
smoking services cannot currently pre-
scribe e-cigarettes as none of the products
on the market is licensed for medicinal pur-
poses, the report’s authors hope that hur-
dle will be removed. “Given the potential
benefits as quitting aids, PHE looks forward
to the arrival on the market of a choice of
medicinally regulated products that can be
made available to smokers by the NHS on
prescription,” the report said.

Contradictions
The publicly funded study goes against

a 2014 report by the World Health
Organization that called for stiff regulation
of e-cigarettes and bans on their indoor
use and sale to minors. It also contradicts
the findings of researchers from the
University of Southern California who said
this week that US teens who tried electron-
ic cigarettes might be more than twice as
likely to move on to smoking conventional
cigarettes as those who have never tried
the devices. The British study said e-ciga-
rettes, which are already the most popular
quitting aids in Britain and the United
States, could be a cheap way to reduce
smoking in deprived areas, which still have
a high proportion of smokers.

“E-cigarettes could be a game-changer
in public health in particular by reducing
the enormous health inequalities caused
by smoking,” said Professor Ann McNeil,

who helped author the study. The study
criticized media campaigns that have
called e-cigarettes equally or even more
harmful than smoking that could serve as a
gateway to tobacco cigarettes among
teenagers.

“There is no evidence that e-cigarettes
are undermining England’s falling smoking
rates,” McNeil said. “Instead the evidence
consistently finds that e-cigarettes are
another tool for stopping smoking and in
my view smokers should try vaping, and
vapers should stop smoking entirely,” she
added. Almost all of the 2.6 million adults
using e-cigarettes in Britain are current or
ex-smokers who are using the devices to
help them quit and only 2 percent of young
people are regular users, the study said.

Welcome from campaigners
Public health charities welcomed the

study’s attempt to clear up the facts behind
e-cigarettes. “There are still nearly 8 million
smokers in England, many of whom would
benefit from switching to electronic ciga-
rettes, but who may have been put off
doing so because of unfounded health
concerns,” the British charity Action on
Smoking and Health said in a statement.

“If every smoker switched overnight to
electronic cigarettes many hundreds of
thousands of premature deaths would be
prevented in the years to come,” it said. The
global tobacco industry sells about 5.7 tril-
lion cigarettes a year, but is seeing that
number shrink due to increased health con-
sciousness, weak consumer spending and
higher taxes, as well as competition from
cheap black-market packs and e-cigarettes.

The four international big tobacco firms
- Philip Morris International,  British
American Tobacco, Imperial Tobacco Group
and Japan Tobacco - have all invested in e-
cigarettes as a way to diversify revenue.
Imperial Tobacco has applied to UK health
regulators for its Puritane e-cigarette to be
licensed as a medical device, which would
allow it to make claims related to health or
smoking cessation. BAT’s Voke, an inhaler
but not an e-cigarette, already has
approval.

Calling the study an “incredibly impor-
tant milestone”, a BAT spokesman acknowl-
edged the risk posed by chemicals found in
cigarette smoke and said increasing sales
of e-cigarettes would greatly benefit their
customers’ health. E-cigarette sales, con-
centrated in markets such as Britain, France
and the United States, are growing but
exact figures are difficult to track, because
many purchases occur online or in inde-
pendent “vape shops”. Wells Fargo analyst
Bonnie Herzog thinks they will outsell ciga-
rettes over the next decade.

Another analyst, Phil Gorham at
Morningstar, said he expected the British
PHE’s endorsement of e-cigarettes to give a
further boost to their popularity and that
the industry could be close to a tipping
point as it turns away from its traditional
tobacco market. —Reuters

Doctors should prescribe
e-cigarettes to smokers

WASHINGTON: This annotated image obtained yesterday courtesy of Ohio
State University shows an organoid with labels pointing to the identifiable
structures. —AFP

WASHINGTON: The Food and Drug
Administration has approved the first
prescription drug designed to boost
sexual desire in women, a milestone
long sought by a pharmaceutical
industry eager to replicate the block-
buster success of impotence drugs for
men. But stringent safety measures on
the daily pill called Addyi mean it will
probably never achieve the sales of
Viagra, which has generated billions of
dollars since the late 1990s. The drug’s
label will bear a boxed warning - the
most serious type - alerting doctors
and patients to the risks of dangerous-
ly low blood pressure and fainting,
especially when the pill is combined
with alcohol. The same problems can
occur when taking the drug with other
commonly prescribed medications,
including antifungals used to treat
yeast infections.

“Patients and prescribers should
fully understand the risks associated
with the use of Addyi before consider-
ing treatment,” said Dr Janet
Woodcock, director of the FDA’s drug
center, in a statement announcing the
approval Tuesday. Under an FDA-
imposed safety plan, doctors will only
be able to prescribe Addyi after com-
pleting an online certification process
that requires counseling patients
about Addyi’s risks. Pharmacists will
also need certification and will be
required to remind patients not to
drink alcohol while taking the drug.
Opponents of the drug say it’s not
worth the side effects, which also
include nausea, drowsiness and dizzi-
ness. They point out that the FDA
rejected the drug twice, in 2010 and
2013, due to these risks.

Emotional stress
“This is not a drug you take an hour

before you have sex. You have to take it
for weeks and months in order to see
any benefit at all,” said Leonore Tiefer, a
psychologist and sex therapist who
organized a petition last month calling
on the FDA to reject the drug. Patients
should stop taking the drug after eight
weeks if they do not see any improve-
ment, notes the FDA release. Sprout
Pharmaceutical’s drug is intended to

treat women who report emotional
stress due to a lack of libido. Its
approval marks a turnaround for the
FDA, which previously rejected the
drug twice due to lackluster effective-
ness and side effects. The decision rep-
resents a compromise of sorts
between two camps that have publicly
feuded over the drug for years.

On one side, Sprout and its sup-
porters have argued that women des-
perately need FDA-approved medi-
cines to treat sexual problems. On the
other side, safety advocates and phar-

maceutical critics warn that Addyi is a
problem-prone drug for a question-
able medical condition. Beginning
with the drug’s launch in mid-October,
doctors who see patients complaining
about a loss of sexual appetite will
have a new option. “Women are grasp-
ing, and I feel like we need to offer
them something that acknowledges
that, and that we can feel safe and
comfortable with,” said Dr Cheryl
Iglesia, a surgeon and official with the
American Congress of Obstetricians
and Gynecologists. Iglesia said she has
occasionally resorted to prescribing
testosterone creams to boost women’s
libido, a use not approved by the FDA.

The search for a pill to treat
women’s sexual difficulties has been
something of a holy grail for the phar-
maceutical industry. It was pursued
and later abandoned by Pfizer, Bayer
and Procter & Gamble, among others.
But drugs that act on blood flow, hor-
mones and other biological functions
all proved ineffective. Addyi, known
generically as flibanserin, is the first
drug that acts on brain chemicals that
affect mood and appetite. Women and
their doctors will have to decide
whether the drug’s modest benefits

warrant taking a psychiatric pill on a
daily basis.

Measuring desire
Company trials showed women

taking the drug generally reported one
extra “sexually satisfying event” per
month, and scored higher on ques-
tionnaires measuring desire. Tiefer and
other critics said the FDA was pres-
sured into approving the drug by a
feminist-themed lobbying campaign
funded by Sprout and other drugmak-
ers. “It’s just a mishmash of politics and
science and sex and money,” Tiefer said.
The lobbying group, dubbed Even the
Score, began publicizing the lack of

drugs for female sexual dysfunction as
a women’s rights issue last year.

“Women deserve equal treatment
when it comes to sex,” the group states
in an online petition to the FDA, which
attracted more than 60,000 support-
ers. Women’s groups, including the
National Organization for Women,
signed on to the effort, though it was
funded by Sprout and other compa-
nies working on female sex drugs. At
an FDA meeting in June, more than 30
members of the public called for the
drug’s approval, frequently citing the
Even the Score campaign. They vastly
outnumbered speakers who spoke in
opposition to the drug. At the meet-
ing’s conclusion, the panel of FDA
advisers voted 18-6 to recommend
approving the drug, with safety restric-
tions.

Sprout declined to comment on
how much it spent on the campaign.
For now, executives with the Raleigh,
North Carolina-based company are
setting modest expectations for Addyi,
their first and only product. The com-
pany will focus its 200 sales representa-
tives on promoting the drug to med-
ical specialists. “We will be small,” CEO
Cindy Whitehead said. “We will be spe-
cialty focused among the physicians
who already have a familiarity with
female sexual dysfunction.” Women
with insurance can expect to pay
between $30 and $75 per month for
Addyi, depending on the terms of their
coverage.

The FDA specifically approved the
drug for premenopausal women with
hypoactive sexual desire disorder, a
lack of sexual appetite that causes dis-
tress. Surveys estimate that 8 to 14 per-
cent of women ages 20 to 49 have the
condition, or about 5.5 to 8.6 million
US women. Because so many factors
affect sexual appetite, there are a num-
ber of alternate causes doctors must
rule out before diagnosing the condi-
tion, including relationship issues,
medical problems, depression and
mood disorders. The diagnosis is not
universally accepted, and some psy-
chologists argue that low sex drive
should not be considered a medical
problem. —AP

FDA approves first pill aimed
at boosting female libido

‘Women deserve equal treatment when it comes to sex’

WASHINGTON: Sprout Pharmaceuticals CEO Cindy Whitehead
holds a bottle for the female sex-drive drug Addyi.—AP


