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Barrow to implant rare hearing device

Angela Gonzales
The Business Journal

On Wednesday, Barrow Neurological Institute surgeons will implant a rare
hearing device after removing a tumor that is growing on a Peoria woman's
auditory nerves.

Tequila Ellis, a 22-year-old patient who is nearly deaf as a result of
benign tumors that are growing on her auditory nerves, will undergo surgery
to remove one of the tumors. But the surgery will require surgeons to sever
Tequila's auditory nerve, leaving her completely deaf.

She will become BNI's second patient to receive the Nucleus 24 Auditory
Brainstem Implant, or ABI, a device designed to provide sound information to
patients who will become deaf after the removal of tumors from the auditory
nerves.

Barrow is one of only three facilities in the Southwest to offer the device.

About 40 devices are installed each year at fewer than 20 locations
nationwide.

"There are not many people in the world who need this device so it's like a
loss leader," said Dr. C. Phillip Daspit, head of the neurotology section at
BNI. "You do it out of the goodness of your heart. It's not a money-making
proposition for hospitals, doctors, the implant companies, for anybody. But
it's better than being deaf. We're able to bring some sound awareness and in
a few cases an ability to understand speech."

Tequila suffers from a rare genetic condition called Neurofibromatosis Type
2 (NF2), which affects about one in 40,000 people. Individuals with NF2 have
benign tumors, called neurofibromas, that grow on the auditory nerves and
sometimes in other places in the body. About half of these people develop
hearing problems. When the tumors are removed, it is often necessary to
remove parts of the auditory nerves, resulting in total deafness.

Traditional hearing aids and cochlear implants are ineffective.

"The ABI is the first device designed to be placed on the surface of the
cochlear nucleus in the brainstem," Daspit said. "This placement bypasses
the inner ear and auditory nerve, and allows the recipient to receive
environmental sounds and speech."

He said the amount of hearing that individuals gain varies.

"It gives them sound awareness," he said, adding that not everyone is able
to talk on a telephone after this device is implanted.

But it's better than being completely deaf, which would be the alternative
without the implant, he said.

"It's a complicated area of anatomy," he said. "The nucleus is in the brain
stem. We're putting an electrode on the surface of it, unlike the cochlear
implant, where we wrap an electrode around the inner ear."

The device is activated several weeks after implantation, and patients
undergo a rigorous rehabilitation program. The first Barrow patient received
the device in October 2004, and is currently undergoing rehabilitation.

Daspit said the $50,000 procedure is covered by insurance and is approved by
the U.S. Food and Drug Administration.

Barrow Neurological Institute shares the central Phoenix campus of St.
Joseph's Hospital and Medical Center. Both are owned by San Francisco-based
Catholic Healthcare West.

For more: www.thebni.com.
