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SAN DIEGO: Paralyzed Army veteran Gene Laureano cried
when he first walked again with robotic legs at a New York
clinic as part of research sponsored by the Department of
Veterans Affairs. But when the study ended, so did his ability
to walk. Now he may get the chance to walk everyday: The VA
has agreed to pay for the powered exoskeleton for eligible
paralyzed veterans with spinal cord injuries - marking the first
federal coverage policy for robotic legs in the United States.

Veterans have been petitioning the VA to do this because
many cannot afford the $77,000 needed to pay for the device
called the ReWalk. The electronic leg braces were approved by
the U.S. Food and Drug Administration in 2014 for individuals
to use at home. VA officials told The Associated Press that that
the agency sent a memorandum Dec. 10 outlining its plans to
train staff to be able to provide the ReWalk.

Hope to see more 
Florida Republican Rep Jeff Miller, chairman of the House

Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, said his committee has been
pushing for the VA to use “innovative private sector technolo-
gies and products in order to better serve veterans, and we
hope to see more of this in the future.”

“In an era where the department is much too fixated on
defending its lack of accountability for misbehaving employ-
ees and providing services that are far outside the scope of its
original mission, it’s refreshing to see the VA focusing on
something that strikes at the core of what it was set up to do,”
Miller said in an email.

News of the VA’s decision sent shares for ReWalk Robotics
up over 100 percent Thursday. Sales have been sluggish since
the FDA approval of the system, with few private insurers
agreeing to cover it. Most of the 36 individuals who bought
the ReWalk in the United States so far paid for it through
fundraising or out of pocket. But the company hopes the VA’s
policy will prompt more private insurers to follow suit. “The
VA is leading the world with this,” CEO Larry ReWalk Robotics
said. “It’s fabulous. It really gives individuals a much better life,
and makes them much healthier to be able to walk again.”

The company said it has evaluated 45 paralyzed veterans
who meet the height and weight requirements for the tech-
nology - which consists of leg braces with motion sensors and
motorized joints that respond to subtle changes in upper-
body movement and shifts in balance.

Laureano, 53, is praying his application will go through
soon.  The former Army corporal remembers the day he first
tried the ReWalk at New York’s James J. Peters VA Medical
Center in the Bronx two years ago. “The tears came down,”
said Laureano, who was left paralyzed five years ago after
falling off a ladder. “I hadn’t spoken to somebody standing up
in so long.” “I just kept remembering the doctor told me it was
impossible for me to walk, and then I crossed that threshold
from the impossible to the possible,” he added.

Replace wheelchairs 
The ReWalk was invented by Israeli entrepreneur Amit

Goffer, who was paralyzed in an accident in 1997. Several
competing products that use similar technology - nicknamed
“electronic legs”- are also being tested in US rehab hospitals.
None, including the ReWalk, are fast enough or can be worn
long enough to replace wheelchairs. VA pilot studies found
paraplegics who used the exoskeleton as little as four hours a
week for three to five months experienced better bowel and
bladder function, reduced back pain, improved sleep and less
fatigue.

“The research support and effort to provide eligible veter-
ans with paralysis an exoskeleton for home use is a historic
move on the part of the VA because it represents a paradigm
shift in the approach to rehabilitation for persons with paraly-
sis,” said Dr. Ann Spungen, who led VA research on the sys-
tem.

About 42,000 veterans are paralyzed. Of them, a fraction
would meet the requirement for an exoskeleton. The appara-
tus requires specific height and weight requirements and
works for paraplegics but not for quadriplegics.  A supportive
belt around the patient’s waist keeps the suit in place, and a
backpack holds the computer and rechargeable battery.
Crutches are used for stability, and the FDA requires an assis-
tant be nearby.

A dozen VA centers are expected to start training staff to
provide the system. The program will likely be expanded in
the future, according to ReWalk. Former Army Sgt Terry
Hannigan, a 62-year-old paralyzed Vietnam veteran, was the
first veteran to get the robotic legs as part of a test of the sys-
tem. She uses them to walk through the mall and shop at the
grocery store.—AP 

VA creates national policy for robotic legs for injured vets

NEW YORK: While ReWalk Robotics service engineer Tom Coulter (right) looks on, paralyzed Army veteran Gene
Laureano smiles as he walks using a ReWalk device. — AP  

MIAMI: After years of studying a mys-
terious thigh bone from a cave in
China, scientists said Thursday they
believe it represents an ancient
species of human that persisted much
longer than previously thought. The
14,000-year-old bone was uncovered
in 1989 in Maludong, known as the
Red Deer Cave. The trove of fossils it
was initially found with went unstud-
ied until 2012.

The partial femur, though relatively
young in age, looks like the bones of
far older species like Homo habilis and
early Homo erectus that lived more
than 1.5 million years ago, said the
study in PLOS ONE. “Its young age
suggests the possibility that primitive-
looking humans could have survived
until very late in our evolution, but we
need to careful as it is just one bone,”
said co-author professor Ji Xueping
from the Yunnan Institute of Cultural
Relics and Archaeology in China.

Until now, scientists believed that
the only pre-modern humans who
survived in what is now Europe and
Asia were Neanderthals and
Denisovans, both of which disap-
peared some 40,000 years ago. They

are believed to have vanished soon
after modern humans entered the
region, but the new bone suggests
another primitive human could have
survived far longer, perhaps until the
end of the last Ice Age.

“The new find hints at the possibili-
ty a pre-modern species may have
overlapped in time with modern
humans on mainland East Asia, but
the case needs to be built up slowly
with more bone discoveries,” said co-
author Darren Curnoe from the
University of New South Wales. The
thigh bone is small, with a thin shaft
much like the bones of Homo habilis,
which lived 1.5-2.8 million years ago.
The individual would have weighed
only about 110 pounds, which was
quite small for pre-modern and Ice
Age human standards.

Mysterious species
When researchers first announced

their discovery of bones in the Red
Deer Cave in 2012, describing them as
containing an unusual mix of modern
and primitive features such as a jut-
ting jaw, broad nose and prominent
brow ridges, they were greeted with

skepticism by some scientists. The
findings stoked debate over whether
or not they represented a new evolu-
tionary line.

“The new discovery once again
points towards at least some of the
bones from Maludong representing a
mysterious pre-modern species,” the
research team said in a statement.
However, more work needs to be
done before scientists can declare a
new species of human has been
found. For now, researchers believe
there may have been more different
kinds of human living until  very
recently in southwest China than pre-
viously thought. 

“The unique environment and cli-
mate of southwest China resulting
from the uplift of the Tibetan Plateau
may have provided a refuge for
human diversity, perhaps with pre-
modern groups surviving very late,”
Ji said. “The riddle of the Red Deer
Cave people gets even more chal-
lenging now,” added Curnoe. “Just
who were these mysterious Stone
Age people? Why did they survive so
late? And why only in tropical south-
west China?” —AFP 

Ancestors might have 
lived through Ice Age


