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Metabolic surgery the gold standard for the treatment of obesity today 

Success rates of diets are low  
 
Monday, 14 October 2013 Given the considerable media attention focused on obesity in recent years, 

many South Africans will be aware that it is a growing health problem not only in this country but around 

the world. What is less commonly known is that effective medical treatment is available to many of those 

who suffer from this dangerous health condition. 

 

Dr Gert du Toit, a general surgeon who practises at Netcare St Augustine’s Hospital in Durban, explains 

that while physical exercise and good nutrition are essential in maintaining a healthy weight, most obese 

South Africans will know how difficult it is to achieve sustained weight loss through dieting and exercise 

alone. “After following a diet and losing some weight, obese individuals usually find that the pounds 

‘bounce’ right back despite their best efforts. In fact it has been shown that success rates with diets are 

low: just 5% over a period of five years,” he notes. 

 

 Commenting ahead of National Obesity Week which runs from 15 to 19 October, Dr Du Toit said there are 

alternative weight loss solutions available to many obese individuals. Metabolic or weight loss surgery 

provides the most effective means of achieving meaningful and sustainable weight loss. The weight loss 

achieved after a gastric bypass operation, the most widely used of the weight loss procedures, is about 65 

to 70% of the excess body weight and about 35% of the body mass index (BMI).  

 

“Gastric bypass surgery limits how much you are able to eat and reduces the absorption of nutrients by 

the digestive system. In most cases this ensures outstanding weight loss results and gives hope to those 

who have struggled with obesity for years. It is life-changing surgery and, more importantly, may be life 

saving,” Dr du Toit explains. 

 

Dr Du Toit says that various diseases are associated with obesity including type 2 diabetes, high cholesterol 

levels, hypertension (high blood pressure), obstructive sleep apnoea, heart disease and stroke. “Metabolic 

surgery often resolves these co-morbid conditions in patients. It has, for example, been shown in a recent 
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local study to have resolved 88.5% of type II diabetes cases within three years after surgery. That is 

nothing less than remarkable, particularly if you consider what a scourge diabetes has become in South 

Africa and around the world in recent years,” continues Dr Du Toit. 

 

The effectiveness of metabolic surgery is demonstrated by the case of a 49-year-old patient who lost 20kg 

within a year of Dr Du Toit performing the procedure and no longer needed to take diabetic, hypertension 

and cholesterol medication. Another 60-year-old patient has been saving his medical scheme R4 000 a 

month on chronic medication since his operation.  

 

The metabolic surgery centre at Netcare St Augustine’s Hospital, which is run by Dr Du Toit and general 

surgeon Dr Ivor Funnell, has successfully completed more than 110 gastric bypass operations. Hospital 

general manager, Dr Augusta Dorning, says, “A high degree of clinical experience and expertise is required 

in metabolic surgery to minimise the risk of post-operation complications. The considerable efforts of the 

metabolic surgery team have ensured that this hospital has become a leading centre for this type of 

treatment in KwaZulu-Natal,” she noted. 

 

Dr Du Toit adds that metabolic surgery is a highly intricate procedure and it is therefore critical that teams 

involved in this are experienced and accredited by the Centres of Excellence for Metabolic Medicine and 

Surgery (CEMMS) of South Africa, which is headed by a world-renowned endocrinologist, Professor Tess 

van der Merwe. Accredited teams have a very high success rate and provide the patient with the necessary 

pre and post-operative care to optimise success. A multi-disciplinary team consisting of, amongst others, a 

nutritionist, psychologist, physiotherapist and a surgeon specialising in metabolic surgery, is also critical, 

says Dr Du Toit. He points out that treatment goes well beyond just the procedure itself, “It should be seen 

as a process during which patients are assisted to manage their weight and ensure they are getting the 

necessary post-operative nutrition.”  

 

Dr Du Toit emphasises that, “it is important for the patient to understand that metabolic surgery is not a 

minor procedure and not the answer for everyone. However, with today’s techniques it is as safe as any 

major laparoscopic surgery and offers tremendous benefits to the right candidates. At our centre at 

Netcare St Augustine’s Hospital, we prefer laparoscopic surgery to open techniques and the recovery from 
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this kind of procedure is usually relatively rapid. I started my most recent surgery at 07:30 and was finished 

by 09:00. The patient was in hospital for two nights and drove herself home after being discharged.” 

 

Just who is eligible for the surgery? Dr Du Toit says that patients should be between the ages of 16 and 65 

years. They should have a BMI of 35 or 40 with two co-morbid conditions and be committed to sustaining 

weight loss by making the lifestyle changes that will be necessary following the surgery.  

 

Ends. 
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