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Essential tremor sufferers seek answers and help

By SIOBHAN McDONOUGH
Correspondent

Hector Rocafort remembers the day
15 years ago when his right hand start-
ed trembling for no apparent reason
and from that point on mealtimes were
a disaster.

“I couldn't eat properly,” he said of his
efforts to use a fork with his dominant

hand. “While eating a salad, a piece of
lettuce would fly in one direction, a
piece of tomato in the other. I'd be lucky
if I could get a cucumber!” the 84-year-
old retired police officer said last week at
the Essential Tremor Awareness Confer-
ence hosted by the Alzheimer & Parkin-
son Association of Indian River County.
Rocafort was one of 160 people who
went to Northern Trust Bank on Thurs-

day to hear doctors detail symptoms,
causes, treatments and research associ-
ated with essential tremor, a progressive
neurological disorder characterized by
uncontrollable shaking of the hands
and arms and sometimes other parts of
the body including the legs, trunk, head,
voice and chin.

Some 10 million people in the United
States have essential tremor. There is no

s

That's why patients choose The Cataract Institute at New Vision Eye Center.

Board Certified, American Board of Ophthalmology
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as possible.

TARACT
INSTITUT:

I finally met with Dr.

Paul V. Minotty, MD, FACS

Cataract surgery with Dr. Minotty was certainly one of the best
experiences | have ever encountered in a medical facility.
very clear vision for the first time in many years and have no need for
glasses or contact lenses!

Alice Sondite

l After an easy cataract surgery, my world is no longer dark and blurry.

Whites are crisp and colors pop now. Plus, after 65 years, | no longer
have to wear glasses. Dr. Tate gave me back clear sight. For that, | will
be eternally grateful.

James Marner

| now have

| dreaded the thought of having eye surgery and put it off as long
Minotty and he exuded the
confidence that put me at ease. The staff was informative, courteous,
and professional. | highly recommend New Vision Eye Center to anyone
needing cataract surgery.

James A. Davis

Dr. Tate put me at ease and made me realize that cataract surgery was
going to make my life much easier.
cataract surgery with new lens implants as it has made a world of
difference in my life.

Sania Mentalie

I'm so grateful that | underwent

Stephen M. Tate, MD

Board Certified, American Board of Ophthalmology

We are proud to now offer the most advanced
technology available for patients with cataracts:
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gentle, bladeless computer guided cataract removal.
See how we can help you achieve your best visual results!
Schedule your custom cataract surgery consultation today.
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at New Vlslon Eye Center

Earning Trust, One Patient at a Time.
We Accept Medicare & Most Insurance Plans.

1055 37th Place ¢ Vero Beach, FL. 32960 ¢ 772-257-8700 ¢ 1-877-MINOTTY e CataractSurgeryVeroBeach.com

Dr. Roberta Rose and Dr. Dr. Fatta B. Nahab, at
Essential Tremor Awareness Conference.

known cause. Symptoms range from mild
to severe and the condition affects mostly
older people with symptoms worsening
as they age. However, children can also
experience essential tremor.

Joan Marie Barringer, a professional
counselor, was only five years old when
she started to tremor. She would have
occasional episodes, especially during
gym class when she was tasked to walk
on the balance beam. “I was terrified.
My whole body would start to shake.”

She didn't knowwhat she had and was
unable to supply an educated answer to
family members, classmates and others
who queried, “Why are you so nervous?
Why do you shake so much?”

“I felt frustrated and very alone,” said
Barringer, who was eventually diagnosed
at age 32 and later realized that she wasn't
the lone sufferer of essential tremor.

“It is a big secret for a lot of people,”
she told the group, many of whom
closely identified with her personal
account of “feeling embarrassed and
alone.” She encouraged people to at-
tend support groups, to try a holistic
mind, body, spirit — approach to treat-
ment in addition to a medical one, and
to evaluate their diet and exercise.

Dr. Roberta Rose, a neurologist who
practices in Vero and Sebastian, also
spoke to the audience, offering an over-
view of essential tremor. While the con-
dition can be debilitating it does not
shorten a person’s life span, she said. It
also doesn't mean someone will devel-
op Parkinson’s disease if they have es-
sential tremor, however some research
suggests that essential tremor can also
occur with other brain and nervous
system problems such as dystonia, par-
kinsonism and certain nerve conditions
passed down through families.

There has been no medicine de-
veloped specifically to treat essential
tremor, she said, however Propranolol,
a beta blocker, and Primidone, a drug
used to treat seizures, have been widely
used and proven effective in some cas-
es. Both drugs can have side effects.

In studies, alcohol and Botox have
also shown to be effective in reducing
certain tremors in patients.

There is no single test to diagnose
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essential tremor, but a person with fre-
quent tremors should have a thorough
physical exam, have blood work done
and a family medical history taken.

Rose implored those diagnosed with
essential tremor to take things in stride.
“If you take the right attitude, anything
you are confronting will be easier, and
that is as important as any medicine.”

She also discussed deep brain stimu-
lation, a surgery for those with severe
tremors that’s done to inactivate the
thalamus, a structure deep in the brain
that coordinates and controls muscle
activity, without purposefully destroy-
ing the brain. Experts think that the ab-
normal brain activity that causes trem-
or is processed through the thalamus.

With brain stimulation, electrodes
are placed in the thalamus during sur-
gery. The electrodes are connected by
wires to a type of pacemaker device
called an impulse generator that is im-
planted under the skin of the chest be-
low the collarbone. Once activated, the
device sends continuous painless elec-
trical pulses to the thalamus, blocking
the impulses that cause tremors.

Patients can externally turn the gen-
erator on or off with a special magnet
provided to them. Stimulators may last
for several years, and the generator re-
placement procedure is fairly simple.

The stimulation provides moderate
relief to about 90 percent of patients
with essential tremor, studies show.

Still, brain stimulation should only be
considered in cases in which tremors
significantly impair one’s lifestyle. Rose
cautioned that surgery has risks, and
the procedure is not for everyone.

However anxiety-stricken Jerry Pe-
terson, 71, of Sebastian, was about hav-
ing deep brain stimulation in 2009, his
tremors had gotten so bad — he had lost
his job in retail, and his fine painting
skills were greatly diminished — he felt it
was time to face his fears in the hopes of
a favorable outcome.

And favorable, he got. “It was worth it,”
he said after detailing his surgery with
others. “It's changed my whole life.”

Dr. Fatta Nahab, a neurologist in Mi-
ami, wound up the conference with
details on recent studies on essential
tremor, and a status report. The bottom
line: Whilst aggressive measures are be-
ing taken by researchers to pinpoint
causes and origins of essential tremor, it
remains largely a mystery.

“Essential tremor is at a very critical
time,” he said. “It'’s a very difficult time
for the field.”

No gene has been identified as as-
sociated with essential tremor. There
is no known cause. No one knows
how to customize treatment for what
kind of tremor a person has. There are
no medicines developed specifically
for essential tremor. There is limited
understanding of the causes, brain re-
gions, medications and how the med-

Dr. Fatta B. Nahab, answers questions during a Essential Tr:
Alzheimer and Parkinson Association of Indian River County. PHOTOS BY TIM HUNT
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“There are a lot of unanswered ques-
tions,” he said, urging people who are
able to, to participate in case stud-

ies. “We need your help ...... research
moves forward, science advances be-
cause you all get involved.”

For Rocafort, brain stimulation was
a step in the right direction. He has no
regrets about his decision to have sur-
gery, so much so that he is considering
having another one done to improve his
left hand’s functionality.“I feel like a new
man,” he said buoyantly of the first go-
around. “It's a wonderful feeling.” =
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