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Insulin without pain
N e w  d e v ic e  e lim in a te s  n e e d  fo r n e e d le s

by CHRIS VANDER DOELEN 
For Southam News

WINDSOR — Sixty-four years af­
ter researchers at the University 
of Toronto discovered insulin, an­
other Canadian partnership has 
perfected a device which injects 
the drug painlessly and without the 
use of a needle.

After only one month on the Ca­
nadian market, the $750 device has 
created a big stir among diabetics 
here and in the United States, 
where it is not yet available.

Called a Preci-Jet, the sci-fi 
product could revolutionize the life­
style of those who need one or 
more difficult injections of insulin 
each day, diabetics say.

“Everybody’s talking about it,” 
said Lisa Lefrancois, president of 
the Essex County chapter of the 
Canadian Diabetes Association.

“ It means diabetics will have 
less painful injection sites,” Le­
francois said. “When you inject in­
sulin into your arm or leg for a 
long time, your flesh gets hard — 
like a lump — and you have to look 
for somewhere else to inject.”

The Preci-Jet became available 
at a Windsor pharmacy recently 
after being released to the Cana­
dian market on Jan. 1 with federal 
approval. Available only by pre­
scription, about 500 were in use re­
cently.

The injector uses high pressure 
to fire insulin painlessly into tissue 
with a sharp hissing noise — much 
like the fictional device used by 
Dr. Leonard McCoy on the televi­
sion show Star Trek.

“Yes, that comparison has been 
made often,” says Graeme Le- 
Mare, of Burlington, Ont., who is 
distributing the product in Ontario 
and Western Canada.

“ It ’s about the size of a fat 
marker pen,” Le Mare said. “A 
piston pushes into a cylinder and 
develops a pressure of 2,500 pounds 
per square inch. It shoots a stream 
l-800th of an inch thick — finer 
than a hair on your head.

“There is no pain — the sensa­
tion feels like someone pushing a 
finger against your arm.”

The device could also be a boon 
to the blind — diabetes is a major 
cause of blindness, making injec­
tions doubly difficult for diabetics 
with poor sight. The Preci-Jet can 
be loaded and injected by touch.

Powered by 100 tiny, eliptical 
metal springs, the device must be 
wound by hand to cock a firing 
mechanism. “You release the safe­
ty catch, and push the button,” Le- 
Mare said. “You hear a click, then 
a ‘whoosh’ as the thing lets go. 
There is no recoil.”

The technology for injection 
without the use of needles has been 
around since the Second World 
War, when soldiers were inocu­
lated en masse. But the device was 
crude, and required a large com­
pressor.

A U.S. forerunner of the Preci- 
Jet has been on the market for

years, but is four times the size 
and costs $1,100 U.S.

The Preci-Jet was the brainchild 
of Istvan Lindmayer, who tried 
and failed to develop his concept in 
Hungary. While on a trademission 
to Canada in 1976, he decided to 
stay to see his project through. “I 
guess you could say he defected,” 
LeMare said.

Working with precision machin­
ists and some of Canada’s top 
endocrinologists, the Preci-Jet was 
approved for use in Canada after 
seven years of experimentation 
and field trials.

Development costs topped $4 mil­
lion, most of which went to perfect 
the power pack necessary to boost 
insulin through the skin at high 
speed.

Insulin injected by syringe tends 
to “ puddle” painfully under the 
skin, spreading slowly to the sur­
rounding tissue before being ab­
sorbed.

The Preci-Jet can be set to fire 
insulin up to an inch deep into 
flesh, although at such a depth — 
which is not recommended — an 
injection probably would be pain­
ful, Le Mare says.

Ron Hakm, owner of Golden Mile 
Pharmacy in Windsor, the only lo­
cal outlet for the Preci-Jet, says he 
has a healthy respect for the power 
of the device after experimenting 
with it.

“ It could be dangerous in the 
wrong hands,” Hakem said in a re­
cent interview. “It could cause a 
severe bruise if it isn’t used prop­
erly” — which is one reason it can 
only be obtained by prescription.

Clinical studies have shown insu­
lin  injected by the Preci-Jet 
spreads more evenly in tissue. “ It 
tends to rain a series of droplets 
that are in effect sprayed into the 
tissue,” LeMare said.

“This means the effect of the in­
sulin peaks much faster, so it re­
duces the intake of required insulin 
by up to 30 per cent. A diabetic 
could look at a payback in four to 
five years.”

At $750 apiece, consumers would 
argue the Preci-Jet had better of-
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fer big savings of some sort. But 
LeMare argues the Preci-Jet is “a 
lifetime product — this is not a dis­
posable item.” Many private insur­
ance plans will cover the purchase 
of a Preci-Jet for diabetics, he 
says.

In any case, the price of the in­
strument could drop as much as 
$150 each as production increases 
and as manufacturing is refined, 
he said.

There are an estimated 700,000 
diabetics in Canada, up to 300,000 
of whom are dependent on insulin 
for survival. LeMare hopes up to 
20,000 of them will buy Preci-Jets 
in the next five years.

If they don’t, diabetics in the 
U.S. probably will. At Golden Mile 
Pharmacy, inquiries from diabet­
ics in the U.S. equal those from the 
Canadian side, Hakem said.

Meanwhile, LeMare hopes con­
tinuing research will adapt the 
Preci-Jet to widespread uses in 
hospitals, clinics and schools — 
possibly even dental work. “ It 
could be used on anything that has 
to be injected.”

Canadians tend to exaggerate 
how bad the weather is, says Dave 
Phillips, a climatologist who has 
studied weather patterns for 10 
years.

Phillips says a “misery index” 
he has devised shows that even a 
city with a reputation as chilling 
as Winnipeg doesn’t have more 
than 15 per cent misery days each 
winter.

Weather
complaints

'exaggerated'

He defines a misery day as one 
with about 10 centimetres of snow­
fall, two hours of blowing snow and 
a wind chill factor cold enough to 
freeze the skin in three minutes.

He says Canadians should accept 
their climate and make the best of 
it through better planning.

“It’s a slow process but I think 
Canadians are becoming better 
adjusted to winter.”

(Chris Vander Doelen is a medi­
cal reporter for the Windsor Star.)
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An incorrect rate classification can invalidate your Autoplan insurance. If you drive to 
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