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Stomach balloon may offer key to weight loss
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A team of Canadian doctors is experimenting with a non-surgical method of weight loss that they say will help make the stomach take in less food.

The method doesn't involve physically making the stomach smaller, like with gastric bypass surgery. Rather, it's a way of filling the stomach with a balloon. The Canadian team is the first in North America to test out and offer the technique.

Michael Salonin is helping to test out the technique. He needs to lose almost 100 pounds so that he can regain his health. He's worried about what the excess weight will do to him and says he wants to see his children grow up.

He's tried losing weight in the past, but has never had success

"I have tried Weight Watchers. I have tried NutriSystem. It didn't work for me. I got discouraged and gave up," he told CTV News.

So he's hoping the balloon technique will work.

"They insert it into me, there's no recovery time. What do I have to lose?" he figures.

At the moment, the only surgical intervention available is gastric bypass surgery, in which the stomach is cut to make it smaller or bands applied to temporarily decrease its size. But these operations require the patient to be put under general anesthetic and the waiting list can stretch as long as seven years. 

While the bypass surgeries are generally successful, there is a one to four per cent rate of complications -- which can include death. So doctors are hoping that the balloon method will be a faster, less invasive option. 

It involves inserting a deflated balloon down the throat and then it's inflated. The whole procedure, doctors say, requires just a mild sedative and takes about 15 minutes. 

"It serves as a manner of controlling what people eat. Because once it's in there, you cannot eat more than three or four handfuls of food," explains Dr. Clifford Albert of the Montreal Institute for Laser Surgery.

Tests in Europe have shown few side effects, other than temporary nausea and vomiting in some patients. What's more, the balloon can be removed easily if a patient chooses. 

Gastroenterologist Dr. Lawrence Cohen says the procedure is not for those who'd like to lose just 20 pounds or so. 

"This is not a cosmetic intervention," he says. "This is for the type of a patient who is 100 to 200 pounds overweight who is trying to get a healthy state of life."

But some doctors worry people may have inflated expectations about the experimental technique. 

"I would not jump right into it and say this is perfect for anybody with any form of obesity," says Toronto weight loss surgeon Dr. Jacobo Joffe. 

"The balloon can have some major complications. It has to be carefully managed. You have to be sure you know of all the complications."

Dr. Joffe says he will be watching to see the results of the Canadian trial but is concerned there's a risk the balloon might perforate the stomach.

"Putting the balloon doesn't mean that's all you are going to do. The patient has to realize that it comes with a price and it comes with a change in their habits," he says. 

Meanwhile, the Montreal clinic says it already has a waiting list of people willing to try what may be the latest way of deflating excess body weight

