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‘Belgian feels reborn after
coma that wasn’t

Associated Press

BRUSSELS — With a
caretaker holding his
hand, a Belgian man who
was diagnosed as comatose
for 23 years typed out a
message Tuesday that he
felt reborn after decades of
loneliness and frustration.

A leading bioethicist,

« however, expressed skepti-
cism that the man was tru-
ly communicating on his
own.

Car-crash victim Rom
Houben was diagnosed as
being in a vegetative state
but appears to have been
conscious the whole time,
doctors here said. An ex-
pert using a specialized
type of brain scan that was
not available in the 1980s
says he finally realized
Houben was conscious and
provided him with the
equipment to communi-
cate.

Assisted by a speech
therapist who rapidly
moved his finger letter by
letter along a touch-screen
keyboard, Houben said
that years of being unable
to move or communicate
left him feeling “alone,
lonely, frustrated, but also
blessed with my family.”

The therapist, Linda
Wouters, said that she can
feel Houben guiding her
hand with gentle pressure
from his fingers, and that
she feels him objecting
when she moves his hand

toward an incorrect letter.

“It was especially frus-
trating when my family
needed me. I could not
share in their sorrow. We
could not give each other
support,” Houben wrote
during the in-

terview' at the FART G tnrrs

Weyerke insti-

tute in eastern \ _. WiV

Belgium.

“Just imag-  cier expracsac

ine. You hear, _ .
see, feel and
think but no
one can see
that. You under-

cannot partici- :
pate in life.” a
Arthur Cap-

lan, a bioethics

professor at the
University of
Pennsylvania, said he is
skeptical of Houben’s abili-
ty to communicate after
seeing video of his hand
being moved along the
keyboard.

“That’s called facilitated
communication,”™ Caplan
said. “That is ouija board
stuff. It's been discredited
time and time again. When
people look at it, it’s usually
the person doing the point-
ing who's doing the mes-
sages, not the person they
claim they are helping”

Caplan also said the
statements Houben al-
legedly made with the
computer seem unnatural
for someone with such a

go things. You ago,isce

Man suffered in still silence for 23 years

profound injury and an in-
ability to communicate for
decades.

Asked how he felt when
his consciousness was dis-
covered, Houben respond-
ed through the aide that: “1

especially felt
- relief. Finally
be able to show
that I was in-
deed there.”
o “Just  like

- with a baby, it
happens with a
lot  of stum-

who discovered
- that Houben
~ had been

- wrongly diag-
nosed said that
he is re-examin-
ing dozens of
other cases.

Dr. Steven Laureys said
he has discovered some de-
gree of consciousness us-
ing state-of-the-art equip-
ment in other patients but
won't say how many. He
looks at about 50 cases

from around the world a
year but none are as ex-
treme as that of Rom
Houben,
who was ful-
ly conscious
inside a par-
alyzed body.
Many center
on the fine
distinction
between a
vegetative state and mini-
mal consciousness.

He said Tuesday that:

“It is very difficult to tell
the difference.”

His studies showed that
some 40 percent of pa-
tients with consciousness
disorders are wrongly giv-
en a diagnosis of a vegeta-
tive state,

“It is clearly unaccept-
able. It is four times out of
ten that they think the pa-
tient is in a vegetative
state but in reality he is
minimally conscious,”
Laureys said.



