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How a team of Belgian

doctors is bringing

cheap IVF to the world

By Charlotte McDonald-Gibson/Genk, Belgium

LIKE MANY COUPLES PLANNING A FU-
ture together, Tessa Hines and her fiancé
hoped to buy a home and have a baby. An
infection after an appendectomy left Hines
unable to conceive naturally, but when the
couple consulted a private fertility clinic
near their home in Norfolk, England, they
were astonished to see the costs mount up
to more than $12,000.

That’s a standard price for an IVF cycle
in much of the developed world, while in
many developing nations there is no treat-
ment at all. But now a pioneering low-cost
IVF system that has begun treating pa-
tients in Ghana could offer hope to thou-
sands of people like Hines, both in the
West and in poorer nations where infertil-
ity carries debilitating social stigmas.

Costing around $500 for a basic cycle,
the method developed by the Walking Egg
nonprofit organization at the University
of Genk in Belgium strips away the expen-
sive incubators, carbon dioxide supply and
sterilization systems needed for fertiliza-
tion outside the body. It is the carbon diox-
ide that creates an acidity level replicating
the conditions in the uterus, and the sci-
entists discovered that they could achieve
the same result using a simple mix of citric
acid and sodium bicarbonate—the same
chemicals that make the Alka-Seltzer ant-
acid fizz in your glass. “For a long time,
because it seemed so easy and so simple,
people didn’t believe it would work,” says
Belgian gynecologist Willem Ombelet, a
co-founder of the Walking Egg.

OMBELET WAS COMPELLED to act after
seeing the human cost of infertility when
working in sub-Saharan Africa. “If you are
childless, this is a real disaster,” he says.
“You can lose a husband, your own fam-
ily doesn’t want to see you any more. It can
end in depression, suicide.”

International donors paid little atten-
tion, more interested in controlling popu-
lations in sub-Saharan Africa than making
more babies. Nevertheless Ombelet perse-
vered, and worked with other fertility spe-
cialists from around the world to develop
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for as little as
$150 a cycle

the technology. In November 2012, the Walking Egg cele-
brated their first pregnancy, and 40 babies have now been born
in trials in Belgium. The original aim was to find a solution to
infertility in poor countries, but when the team presented their
findings at a conference in London in July 2013, they saw an
explosion of interest. It turned out the cost of IVF was a barrier
even in the richest nations in the world.

SO THEY DEVELOPED a new business model—sell their tech-
nology to clinics around the world and use the profits to bring
IVF to the needy. Patients in rich nations would still get their
treatment at about a fifth of the cost at most private clinics,
allowing the charitable arm of the project to bring the costs in
the developing world down to as little as $150 per cycle.

Getting approval in multiple countries has been tough.
After Geeta Nargund, a senior consultant gynecologist and
the medical director of the Create Health Clinics in London,
heard about the Walking Egg, she immediately began setting
up a trial at her clinic. But making sure everything adhered
to U.K. regulations has been a struggle. After more than two
years of work, the trials are now due to begin soon.

She has also faced skepticism from other fertility special-
ists working in the lucrative private sector. “It’s like the say-
ing by Mahatma Gandhi—people will first laugh at you, then
they obstruct you, and eventually they’ll join you when they
know that is the right thing,” says Nargund. “But the change
is always a difficult one to achieve.”

In Ghana, the Walking Egg found a partner hospital and
started a full treatment program for 20 patients at the end
of November. It was the first time the Walking Egg technol-
ogy was put to the test in the field in a low-cost laboratory,
and the team are now working to find the best medication for
the climate. Another treatment program started in Kenya in
January, and if the two African projects prove a success, the
Walking Egg will start offering IVF to patients in Cyprus and
Portugal next year. “It’s absolutely essential that we make IVF
fertility treatments accessible to all, in the interests of pro-
moting social equality,” says Nargund. “It’s a bigger picture
for me than just making IVF a little bit cheaper.”




