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nfertility, often caused by 
hereditary genetic diseases, 
consanguineous marriages 
and factors related to obesity, 
tobacco use and heat, is no 

longer a taboo subject in conserva-
tive Gulf societies.

With 18 government and private 
in vitro fertilisation (IVF) centres in 
the United Arab Emirates, infertil-
ity treatment tops the list of medi-
cal procedures sought by residents 
and medical tourists.

Dr Panayota Zarmakoupis, medi-
cal director at Medcare Fertility 
Centre in Dubai, projected there 
would be more fertility centres 
opening in the UAE as the need for 
infertility treatments is increasing.

Noting that many factors, most-
ly lifestyle-related, have contrib-
uted to decline in fertility, she ex-
plained: “Although the basics of 
infertility treatment are the same 
around the globe, geography and 
culture play a major role in the ac-
tual treatment of patients here and 
many factors pose unique chal-
lenges to the treatment of infertil-
ity in the UAE and Gulf region.”

“In the GCC specifically, male 
infertility is related to obesity, to-
bacco use, heat, steroid consump-
tion for bodybuilding and possibly 
consanguinity. In the female, in-
fertility is related to parental con-
sanguinity, vitamin D deficiency 
and obesity,” Zarmakoupis said.

Increased rates of consanguine-
ous marriages in the Gulf region’s 
conservative society give rise to 
genetic diseases and the need for 
preimplantation diagnosis and 
screening has to be discussed with 
the patients.

“Increasing awareness of the 
tools we have to eliminate the pos-
sibility of certain hereditary ge-
netic diseases and chromosomally 
screen the embryos before embryo 
transfer to choose healthy ones is 
one of our missions in the com-
munity. We firmly believe that an 
educated patient is the best patient 
we can possibly treat, as education 
helps make better choices for one’s 
own medical care,” Zarmakoupis 
said.

From once being a taboo subject, 
there has been an increased aware-

ness regarding infertility treat-
ments and available resources for 
patients.

“This has dramatically changed 
over the last few years with the 
help of media coverage and the 
fact that IVF treatment has also be-
come much more successful since 
the birth of the first IVF baby, Lou-
ise Brown, in 1978. Many advances 
in reproductive medicine have 
contributed to higher pregnancy 
rates for patients who are undergo-
ing assisted reproductive technol-
ogy (ART) treatment,” she said.

The most common infertility 
procedures are IVF, intracytoplas-
mic sperm injection (ICSI) and in-
trauterine insemination (IUI) — ar-
tificial insemination — explained 
Dr Pankaj Shrivastav, a pioneer in 
the field, having been invited by 
the Dubai government to set up 
and lead the first fertility facility 
in the UAE, the Dubai Gynaecology 
and Fertility Centre at the govern-

ment-run Rashid Hospital in 1991.
The centre was successful with 

the birth of its first IVF babies as 
early as 1992 and more than 2,000 
babies were born during his 12-year 
stint. With rising population and 
growing medical tourism, highly 
specialised private centres have 
since opened in the country.

“With government facilities in 
the UAE and the Gulf restricted 
to their own nationals and having 
long waiting lists, it is no surprise 
that couples from the UAE and 
nearby Gulf countries like Bah-

rain, Oman and Qatar seek out the 
services of specialised private IVF 
centres in the UAE,” said Shriv-
astav, who set up his own gynae-
cology and fertility facility called 
Conceive in the UAE in 2004.

“An increasing number of cou-
ples from Nigeria, Tanzania, 
Kenya, Djibouti, Ethiopia and 
also South Asia are coming here 
for advanced fertility treatment,” 
he said, arguing that the quality 
of services and the calibre of the 
medical personnel are the prime 
reason for the popularity of the 
UAE among childless couples.

“While earlier, Emirati couples 
used to seek treatment overseas, 
the availability of advanced fertil-
ity treatment in the UAE itself has 
meant that a major portion of the 
government’s medical expenses 
could be saved,” Shrivastav said.

“GS” and her husband [name 
withheld due to privacy concerns] 
said they went through a demoral-

ising experience at a top IVF clinic 
in London. After relocating to 
Dubai following a career change, 
the couple heard about  Shrivas-
tav and made an appointment. 
After that, they said, everything 
happened quickly, unlike in Brit-
ain where there were long wait-
ing periods. “GS” said she became 
pregnant through ICSI within two 
months. 

The general cost for IVF treat-
ment in the UAE is $5,445-$10,890, 
based on the kind of treatment, 
the credentials of the doctors, the 
location and the record of the fer-
tility centre.

Costs increase if preimplanta-
tion genetic diagnosis and screen-
ing is undertaken. The technique 
allows doctors to check embryos 
for specific genetic disorders or the 
entire chromosomal panel before 
transferring the embryos to the 
uterus. This increases the chances 
of a healthy baby being born.

Arab couples more open to state-of-the-art fertility treatment
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Many fertility treatment centres having highly specialised medical personnel and state-
of-art equipment are coming up in the UAE, as the need for infertility treatments are 
increasing significantly.       (Medcare Fertility Centre)

Dr Pankaj Shrivastav, Director, Conceive 
–The Gynaecology and Fertility Hospital, 
Sharjah and Dubai

Increased rates of 
consanguineous 
marriages in
the Gulf region’s 
conservative society 
give rise to genetic 
diseases.
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A 

few months ago, Soaad 
Hussein’s 5-year-old son 
was diagnosed with cer-
ebral atrophy. She took 
the boy to several spe-

cialised hospitals in Egypt for treat-
ment of the brain condition and 
spent a fortune but to no avail.

A relative told her about a centre 
in al-Arish in the Sinai peninsula 
that treats patients like her son us-
ing the bee stings and venom.

“I could not believe that this is 
a way of treatment until I visited 
the centre and found a lot of peo-
ple waiting for their turn there,” 
said Hussein, 52 and a resident of 
Cairo. “Centre officials told me that 
it would take them 36 bee stinging 
sessions to treat my son.”

Treatment with bee stings and 
venom is the latest medical trend 
in Egypt. Tired of traditional treat-
ments, a growing number of people 
are resorting to bee stings to treat 
diseases such as rheumatoid arthri-
tis, osteoarthritis, liver disease and 
cancer.

Centres using bee stings and 
venom treatments have popped 
up in several parts of Egypt in the 
past few years. Inside the centres, 
white-clad, self-styled specialists 
hold bees with tweezers and allow 

them to sting patients repeatedly. 
The location of the stings is deter-
mined by the disease being treated.

People involved in the contro-
versial therapy say more patients 
are applying to be stung by bees as 
treatment for a wide range of dis-
eases.

“This stinging is paying off in a 
large number of cases,” said Mo-
hamed Abdel Tawab, an independ-
ent researcher looking into treat-
ment with bee stings. “Marvellous 
treatment results have started to 

invite the attention of a large num-
ber of people.”

Ahmed Abdel Wahid, a 39-year-
old civil servant, is one of them.  He 
said he was diagnosed with hepati-
tis C a few years ago and had seri-
ous problems with his liver. He vis-
ited the centre in al-Arish, where he 
was stung by bees on his stomach. 
He said the stings were very pain-
ful, causing parts of his stomach to 
swell and turn red. But “overall, I 
feel the improvement in my body”, 
Abdel Wahid said.

There is no accurate estimate of 
the number of centres using bee-
sting therapies and most of those 
that exist are unapproved by au-
thorities, Abdel Tawab said.

There is a dearth of research on 
bee stings and venom as a medi-
cal method and Egyptian medical 
specialists said the treatment is a 
swindle. They said when a person 
is stung by a bee, it sets off negative 
reactions in the body, not disease 
treatment.

“There is no scientific evidence 
that bee venom can treat such se-
rious diseases,” said Hani al-Nazer, 
the former head of the government-
run National Research Centre. 
“People at these centres exploit pa-
tients’ desperation with traditional 
treatment methods as well as their 
ignorance to take money from them 
under the pretext that they treat 
them with bee stings and venom.”

Nazer called on authorities to 
crack down on the bee-sting cen-
tres.

Some centres have been closed 
by authorities, which accused the 
owners of illegally taking money 
from patients.

Hussein took her son to a centre 
in al-Arish, about 300km north-east 
of Cairo. Centre workers told her 
that the boy needed three sessions 
every week for three months.

“The boy was stung in his face by 
bees 150 times every session,” Hus-
sein said. “It was extremely painful 

but we had to wait in the hope of 
seeing any positive results.”

The results were unbelievable, 
she said. The boy, who could not 
move his arms or walk, now moves 
his arms, walks and talks. His lan-
guage remained hardly compre-
hensible, which is why Hussein 
consulted a speech therapist.

Few similar success stories can 
be found, although centre director 
Mohamed Naguib said his centre 
has treated scores of people in re-
cent months.

“Treatment by bee sting and ven-
om is a ray of hope for thousands of 
patients who cannot find suitable 
treatment to their diseases,” Naguib 
said. “Bee stings are producing very 
positive results, which is making a 
large number of people interested.”

He said as many as 500 patients 
visit his centre for treatment every 
day and the centre has a waiting list 
for patients seeking treatment. Na-
guib said the centre charges $5-$50 
a session, depending on the num-
ber of stings.

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian journal-
ist based in Cairo.

Bee stings are Egypt’s latest medical treatment 
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Bee stings are used to 
treat diseases such as 
rheumatoid arthritis, 
osteoarthritis, liver 
disease and cancer.


