Oxygen shot for autism
brings cautious optimism

Shobhan Singh | vy

Mumbai: Can a dose of oxygen and good amount HYPERBARIC OXYG EN THERAPY (H BOT)

of money treat autism? Jaslok Hospital on Ped-

dar Road has triggered a debate of sorts by of-

fering the hyperbaric oxygen therapy (HBOT) for The patient is exposed to pure oxygen A sealed chamber where the
autistic children, dividing the city’s medical com- in the sealed chamber in 40 sessions pressure is 1.5 to 3 times the
munity and parents in the process. lasting an hour each normal atmospheric pressure

The hospital has been using HBOT — a
process to deliver oxygen to patients at a high
pressure in a sealed chamber — for treating
various conditions such as gangrene and
stroke. But many are sceptical that it will
click for autism, a developmental dis-
order that affects 1 in every 150 chil-
dren (mainly boys). Autism, for one,
doesn’t have a single known cause.
For another, the treatment costs
Rs1lakh even at subsidised rates.

Dr Shoaib Padaria, an inter-
ventional cardiologist and in-
cha=ge of the HBOT centre at

J.  (Hospital, said, “We have
autistic children who underwent
HBOT sessions and gained. Re-
search has proved HBOT is helpful
in treating autism.”

A US study published in January 2009 said chil-
dren aged two to seven who underwent 40 hours
of treatment showed improvement in eve contact,
sensory and cognitive awareness, social interac- ABOUT AUTISM _
tion, receptive language and overall functioning. @ It's a developmental disorder diagnosed at

Consider the case of 10-year-old Asmit (name birth or the first two-and-a-half years of life
changed), who attends a special school for autis- @ Four times more common in boys than
tic children. Asmit’s attention span has improved ~ 9irls: it OCC‘#.IS dapproxlmately in one of
since he underwent the 40 sessions, believes his TeArlftilsst?ccki::lsraerTe characouiat i

mother Aruna (name changed). “But HBOT sho- o0 social skills, poor eye contact and

uld be given after properly assessing if the child by poor co-ordination

suffered oxygen deprivation at birth,” said Aruna.

Doctors remain sceptical. Dr Vrajesh Udani,

a paediatric neurologist with Hinduja Hospital

said, “A study of HBOT on cerebral palsy did not

| < : )
e ‘Hope for paralysed patients

but it must be, at present, considered experimental

@ The treatment involves
breathing pure oxygen in a
sealed chamber whose pressure
is 1.5 to 3 times the normal
atmospheric pressure

@ It can be done in single-person
chambers or chambers that can
hold over a dozen people

@ The increased pressure allows
more oxygen to reach the body's
cells, thereby contributing to the
healing process

@® There is no evidence to
suggest HBOT cures cancer, but
| the US FDA has approved it to
treat decompression sickness,
gangrene, brain abcess and
injuries in which tissues are not
getting enough oxygen

® The lack of randomised clinical
studies makes it hard to judge
the value of HBOT's claims

® Side-effects include fatigue,
claustrophobia, headache and
serious ones like myopia (short-
sightedness) lasting for months,
sinus damage, ruptured middle
ear, and lung damage. In worst
cases, oxygen toxicity can result
in seizures, fluid in the lungs, and
even respiratory failure
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