BRIGHT IDEAS

HE EXPECTATIONS OF baby boomers
for longer, healthier retirement is a focus
globally as populations age in advanced
economies. Early detection of diseases is one
strategy, both for keeping medical costs down and
for ensuring the generation that wants it all — and, perhaps, to age
disgracefully — can continue to live according to their hearts’ desire.
Care of the heart is critical to favourable outcomes, a fact of great
importance to Peter Taylor, a Melbourne medical equipment importer,
and his business partners, Luke Whelan and Stene Marshall, when
they became inventors in the late 1990s. They had an insider’s view
of how the medical profession kept an eye on their patients’ most vital
organ and knew it involved a tangle of leads at a hospital bedside.
“We started considering wireless applications, but in those days
you couldn’t even have a mobile phone in a hospital,” recalls Taylor.
In 2000, they turned their attentions to occasional cardiac “events”
such as palpitations or missed beats. “We decided recognition software
for the early detection of cardiovascular disease in patients who had
risk factors, such as being overweight, was the way to go.”
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ablation surgery, whereby a special electrode is introduced
inside the heart to zap areas that have been causing arrhyth-
mia, a condition whereby the heartbeat is too fast, slow or
irregular. Atrial fibrillation accounts for one-third of hospital
admissions due to cardiac rhythm disturbances; and that
figure is expected to grow with ageing populations.

Some 14 years since the invention journey began, Taylor
admits it's early days for this new Australian biotech success
story. V-Patch has been actively marketed for just a year and,
as CEO of V-Patch Medical Systems, he continues to work with
just a handful of people in Australia. The $4m development
costs to date have been mostly supported through house
mortgages, company profits and the goodwill of sub-contrac-
tors. “It’s a cottage industry and we've used our networks.”

With distribution established in England, Ireland, Australia,
Europe, Turkey, India and Malaysia, Taylor is eyeing a global
market for cardiac monitoring that’s worth about $5b annu-
ally. “It'smassive,” he says, pointing to the nearest competitor’s
150,000 “investigations” last year in Australia, three million
in the US and about four million in Western Europe. “Who
knows how many might be required in China and India.”

On board is US marketer Jerry Rounds, who established the
(late actor, Paul) Newman’s Own brand globally. He saw a
unique product and wanted to get involved. Rounds’ role is to
make V-Patch—which isin three parts: the patch for monitor-
ing, the V-Pod that delivers an algorithm for analysis, and the
V-Cell that transmits the data — as slick in presentation and
packaging “as any Apple product”, and to mastermind the
infrastructure for high-level customer service.

Rounds’ enthusiasm for the product is fanned by the grow-
ing global need to unburden hospital systems and, more
locally, by the additional connectivity that's being rolled out
with Australia’s National Broadband Network.

Baby boomers’ great expectations of “the good life” in old
age is reliant on early maintenance work, say Taylor and
Rounds. V-Patch was designed to pre-emptively spot abnor-
malities, but it can also monitor existing heart conditions.
And, due to varying healthcare provisions around the world,
some nationalities are more proactive than others. “When we
first went into the Malaysian market, ordinary people wanted
to buy it for self-monitoring. They'd put the device on them-
selves and then take the results to the doctor and say, ‘Fixit".”
With the end-user cost about $2500, self-monitoring is also
anticipated to be big in the Chinese market.

These new inventors look to be on a roll. In collaboration
with researchers at Monash University, they're working on
non-invasive, continuous sensing technology of blood glucose
levelsin the skin for Type 2 diabetes; a non-invasive means of
delivering long-acting insulin through the skin; and a way
of administering nano-sized particles of liquid insulin by
inhalation into the lungs that uses their patented computer-
ised data transmission systems to allow patients to more
closely manage blood glucose levels throughout the day. &



