Belgian discovery leads to weight-loss pill

The bacterium helping to shed the kilos

Why is one gut bacterium present so frequently in the gut of slim and
healthy people and so infrequently in those who are obese? The answer to
this question came in 2004 from the laboratory at the Belgian university of
UCLouvain: the bacterium helps weight loss. This breakthrough has now
led to the launch of a food supplement. KOEN BAUMERS
Akkermansia muciniphila is the name of the bacterium that predominates in the gut. Between
0.5 and 5 percent of our gut bacteria fall under this category. In healthy people, the bacterium
appears to account for a much larger part of the gut flora. In people who are overweight, have
high cholesterol, and are at risk of diabetes and cardiovascular disorders, the bacterium is
present in much lower quantities.
It was Professor Willem de Vos from the University of Wageningen who identified the
bacterium itself and the team of Professor Patrice Cani (UCLouvain) who discovered the
therapeutic effect. Together they set up The Akkermansia Company, which after seventeen
years of research, can now offer the bacterium to overweight people. "The bacterium controls
fat storage, sugar metabolism, and energy release", says Cani. "By restoring the function of the
gut wall, it is able to tackle the basic cause of obesity and diabetes.
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First, fattened mice appeared to lose weight quicker once they had been administered the
bacterium, then the method was successfully tested on humans. They lost 2.3 kilograms and 2.6
centimetres in hip measurement, whereas the placebo group shed 0.9 kilograms and 1.1
centimetres. The cholesterol levels (-8.7 percent) and insulin sensitivity (+28.6 percent) also
fared better than in the control group.
Available from September
The marketing of the bacterium comes almost one year after the European Food Authority
approved its administration in humans. The Ostend company Metagenics, one of the largest
players in the food supplements market, is in charge of market roll-out. The greatest challenge
was stabilising the bacterium. The solution was ultimately to pasteurise it for 30 minutes at
70°.
The dark brown pills are available from September in pharmacies. Target group:
approximately 50 percent of overweight people in Europe and North America. A bottle of 30
pills, enough for thirty days, costs 65 euros.
"We advise taking the supplement for three months in combination with a balanced and varied
diet", says Cani. CEO Michael Oredsson adds: "The turnover that we generate will be reinvested
into research and development and employment opportunities in Wallonia."

