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To Heal Diabetes, Doctors
Push Weight-Loss Surgery

Studies Suggest Benefit
For Bariatric Procedure;
Debate on Cost, Science

By RoN WINSLOW

Doctors who have turned surgery
into a popular treatment for obesity
are setting their sights on a burgeon-
ing new market: diabetes patients.

A growing amount of research sug-
gests that bariatric surgery, which
shrinks the stomach and sometimes re-
routes the intestines, has a lasting ef-
fect on the most common form of dia-
betes, and not just because patients
lose weight. Studies have found that
more than 75% of patients with this
type of diabetes who undergo the sur-
gery see their disease disappear. They
can go on to live diabetes-free without
insulin or other medicines.

Even advocates of bariatric sur-
gery say it’s too early to recommend it
for the broad mass of diabetics. Bariat-
ric surgery can lead to serious compli-
cations such as nutritional deficiency.
The death rate from the procedure is
estimated to be between one in 100
and one in 1,000. An array of medi-
cines, plus better diet and exercise,
can treat diabetes effectively without
invasive procedures.

Still, some doctors behind the re-
search believe surgery could be a new
weapon against a disease that affects
some 20 million Americans and 250
million people world-wide. “The idea

that you could induce long-term remis--

sionin diabetic patients without medi-
cation is unprecedented,” says
Francesco Rubino, a surgeon at Catho-
lic University in Rome who is one of
the leaders in the field. “Clearly
there’s something big going on here
that can’t be ignored.”

Studies into bariatric surgery’s im-
pact on diabetes are shedding light on
little-understood hormones that re-
side in the small intestine and help

keep the body’s sugar levels in bal-
ance. Researchers theorize that in dia-
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Studies suggest bariatric or gastric-
bypass surgery.can alleviate diabetes
and other obesity-related problems

Percentage of patients in which:

Type 2 diabetes resolved 76.8%
Abnormal cholesterol improved 70,0
High blood pressure normalized 61,7

Obstructive sleep apnea resolved 85.7

Source: Analysis of 136 studies involving 22,094

patients who underwent bariatric surgery, published in

the Journal of the American Medical Association, 2004,
betic patients, food causes these hor-
mones to go awry, but when surgery al-
ters the intestinal tract and diverts
food away from them, the disease can
quickly recede. Understanding how
this happens could lead to new medi-
cines and nonsurgical strategies to

fight diabetes.

Bariatric surgery usually costs
about $25,000 and is a big profit cen-
ter for some hospitals. If even a small
percentage of diabetics chose to un-
dergo surgery, it would bring a gusher
of new business for the profession.
Over the short term, at least, the cost
of surgery exceeds the estimated
$10,000 a year needed for conven-
tional care of diabetics.

“As a primary treatment for diabe-
tes, it simply doesn’t measure up very
well,” says Richard Hellman, president
of the American Association of Clini-
cal Endocrinologists, specialists who
treat diabetes.
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