
H e a l t h  &  S c i e n c e Sunday, February 16, 2020

16

Virtual reality surgery start-up Digital
Surgery snapped up by US firm

LONDON: A British start-up developing
virtual reality and artificial intelligence
technology for doctors has been snapped
up by a US medical devices giant. Digital
Surgery, which was known for its surgical
training apps and kitting out doctors with
VR headsets, has been acquired by New
York-listed Medtronic in a deal that repre-
sents a substantial exit for Britain’s bur-
geoning medical technology start-up scene.

Medtronic and Digital Surgery declined
to comment on the value of the deal, but
sources said it was in excess of $300 mil-
lion (£229 million). Founded in 2013 by for-
mer surgeons Dr Jean Nehme and Dr
Andre Chow, Digital Surgery first made
waves developing an app for helping train
surgeons with a database of common pro-
cedures. It has also developed virtual reali-
ty software to train doctors as well as arti-
ficial intelligence tools for surgeons in the
operating theatre.

As well as attracting interest from the
US medical giant, The Telegraph under-
stands that SoftBank, the Japanese
investing giant that has backed dozens of
tech start-ups through its Vision Fund,
came close to an investment in Digital

Surgery. No deal was agreed. SoftBank,
which has become notorious for i ts
quick-fire investing in start-ups across
the world, has recently pulled back from
several  deals after submitt ing term
sheets. It came close to investing $150
million in US healthcare start-up Honor,
and also pulled out of a deal with soft-
ware company Seismic.

SoftBank has reined in its investing style
after several big bets from its first Vision
Fund, including WeWork, turned sour.
Medtronic, a US-listed medical technology
giant that employs over 86,000 people, is
set to fold Digital Surgery into its existing
portfolio of robotic surgery technologies.

Dr Nehme said: “We have always
believed in computational power and data
as two central drivers of consistency and
quality in surgery. Computational power
has impacted our lives in so many ways,
and within surgery it is almost absent. By
joining forces with Medtronic, we will final-
ly apply computing and AI to surgery on a
meaningful scale with a goal of helping
more patients in more places benefit from
consistently high-quality surgical care.” 

In 2017, The Telegraph revealed it had

secured £15m from 8VC, a West Coast
fund whose partners had previously been
an early backer of Oculus Rift. Other
investors included London’s Balderton
Capital. The start-up was previously rec-
ognized in the Telegraph’s Tech4Good

awards. According to the start-up’s last
Companies House statement, between
them Dr Nehme and Dr Chow owned
around 20pc of shares in Digital Surgery,
with those shares now worth millions of
pounds. SoftBank declined to comment. 

Betelgeuse’s
dimming light
puzzles astronomers
PARIS: Astronomers have managed to take pictures
of Betelgeuse showing that the star, one of the bright-
est in the Milky Way, has been losing luminosity over
recent months, the European Southern Observatory
(ESO) said on Friday.

The mysterious dimming of one of the most visible
stars in the Orion constellation has astronomers
scratching their heads, with some saying Betelgeuse
could be about to explode while others point to pass-
ing conditions. “The stunning new images of the star’s
surface show not only the fading red supergiant but
also how its apparent shape is changing,” the ESO
said after astronomers used the observatory’s very
large telescope (VLT) to find out more.

A team led by Miguel Montarges, astronomer at
KU Leuven university in Belgium, has been observing
the star with ESO’s  VLT since December, aiming to
understand why it’s becoming fainter. — AFP
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