
A publication for 

those who support 

diabetes research,

education, and care 

at the University of

Minnesota through 

the Minnesota Medical

Foundation

Discoveries in Diabetes

Gift funds medical 
equipment to support 
type 2 diabetes research 
page 2

Couple’s gift supports 
diabetes research 
in pig islet transplants 
page 3

UMMC receives 
nation’s first diabetes 
care certification 
page 4

Fall 2010

For roughly a decade, up to five times a month, Dave Thoen had diabetic seizures while in the

middle of a conversation, in the car, and even while sleeping. He never knew when one might strike,

and his family and friends had to help him in sometimes life-threatening situations. 

For type 1 diabetics like Thoen, the body mistakenly destroys insulin-producing islet cells in the

pancreas and can’t properly regulate blood glucose. Like some diabetics, Thoen suffered from hypogly-

cemia unawareness, a complication in which he did not experience early signs of dangerously low blood

sugar, such as sweating, dizziness, and extreme hunger—he’d just have a seizure or lose consciousness.

Fortunately, Thoen was eligible to participate in the University of Minnesota’s human-to-human

islet cell transplantation clinical trial at the Schulze Diabetes Institute (SDI). While islet

transplantation remained experimental since the 1970s, recent clinical trial outcomes have made

huge gains. Now, diabetes physicians and researchers—as

well as patients like Thoen—view islet transplantation as a

cure for diabetes.

Success in human islet transplantation
In 2008, the University was selected as one of three

principal sites to conduct phase III clinical trials in

human islet transplants—the final round of study before

the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA)

determines whether it can be used as a standard

therapy for diabetes. 

“It’s a very exciting area of study,” says Melena

Bellin, M.D., a University pediatric endocrinology

fellow and physician involved in the clinical trials.

Bellin says new protocols using islets from

two to four donors per transplant patient

and changes to antirejection drugs have

made an enormous difference in outcomes. 

Previously, about 10 percent of transplant

recipients achieved insulin independence

continued on page 2

Human islet transplants offer ‘new life’
Clinical trial advances hope for a widespread cure for type 1 diabetes   
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online
Visit www.mmf.umn.
edu/diabetes  

For the past two 

summers Thoen has le
d his sons, 

Reese (left) and 
Riley (right) on 

a Boundary 

Waters canoe trip
—a vacation he co

uldn’t have

considered befor
e his transplant

s.

1003 MMF_Diabetes_Fall_Layout 1  8/31/10  1:25 PM  Page 1

creo




2

post-transplant, she explained. Today,

nearly 90 percent of islet recipients

become insulin independent post-

transplant. “More than 50 percent

maintain insulin independence at their

five-year follow-ups,” Bellin adds. 

This year, three islet transplant

recipients are celebrating seven years

of insulin independence, with one

patient reaching 10 years of insulin

independence post-transplant.

Overcoming challenges
Because the opportunity to make islet

transplantation widely available holds such

great potential, University researchers today 

are focused on solutions for possible roadblocks. 

There is a limited supply of human islet

cells, which come from deceased donors. So,

Bernhard Hering, M.D., SDI’s scientific director, 

is researching whether islet cells from medical-

grade pigs could be used for human transplants.

Last spring, his research team launched a pivotal

pre-clinical trial to test pig islet cell transplants

in monkeys. This study is the final hurdle before

pig islet transplants can be tested in people.

However, islet transplantation isn’t a

panacea. Transplant patients swap their insulin

regimen for a lifetime of immunosuppressive

medication, which can cause sometimes serious

side effects, to stop the immune system from

rejecting transplanted islets. 

Researcher Meri Firpo, Ph.D., assistant

professor in the University’s Stem Cell Institute

and SDI, is working with a team of scientists to

convert adult skin cells into stem cells, which

can then generate islet cells. If successful,

immuno-suppressive drugs would no longer be

required post-transplant.  

‘Diabetes is history’
For Thoen, despite any potential side effects

from islet cell transplants, deciding to undergo

the procedure was easy. “At the end of the day,

‘Is it worth the side effects?’ wasn’t even a

question for us. The number of times I could

have killed myself or someone else [from

unexpected seizures] made any side effects from

immunosuppressive drugs a much better option.”

In December 2008, Thoen received an 

islet transplant that rid him of hypoglycemia

unawareness, dropping his need for insulin to

just one-third of what he once required. 

“There’s nothing better than hearing that

islets were successfully infused into a patient and

to be able to call the donor family,” says Meg

Rogers, director of procurement at LifeSource,

the St. Paul-based organization from which SDI

receives pancreases for islet transplants. “To

share that news is an incredible experience.” 

Then in August 2009, Thoen underwent a

second islet transplant and within a few weeks

he was able to stop taking insulin altogether.

“Diabetes is history,” he says, after having lived

with diabetes for 22 years. “My family doesn’t

worry about it. Hypoglycemia and insulin aren’t

even in our vocabulary.” 

Further motivated by the success stories 

of patients like Thoen, SDI clinical trials are

continuing—10 people have already received

islet transplants since January 2010.

While it’s too early to say when the study

will go to the FDA, Bellin says that transplant

patients in the trials are getting a much better

quality of life.

Thoen is among them. “We have quickly

adapted to this new life [without diabetes], and

it’s been a wonderful gift for us.”

Human islet transplants continued from cover

Minnesota philanthropists Wendy and Douglas
Dayton made a $250,000 gift in May to advance
University research in type 2 diabetes and breast
cancer. Of that gift, $125,000 was used to
purchase a piece of equipment called a Seahorse
for the diabetes research of David Bernlohr, Ph.D.

The Seahorse measures metabolic activity in muscle,
stem cells, beta cells, and the liver. It will allow
Bernlohr to evaluate drugs that could improve
insulin action. All investigators who study insulin
action at the University will have access to this
technology as well.

Medical
equipment
funding supports
type 2 diabetes
research
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Thoen (foreground)

and son Riley.
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Martha Vetter’s stepson, Hans (“Hansie”), has
battled type 1 diabetes since age 8. Although he
was always a strong, athletic kid, Vetter says it was
tough to see him struggle to manage his diabetes.

Vetter says Hansie, now 23, found diabetes
especially challenging as a teenager, when he 
was enjoying life as a high school football player.
“He wanted to be just one of the guys,” she says,
not burdened by testing his blood sugar and
watching his diet. “It’s made us so aware of the
need to find a cure.”

That’s why Vetter and her husband, also
named Hans, have made gifts totaling $50,000
to support pig islet transplantation research at 
the University of Minnesota’s Schulze Diabetes
Institute (SDI). “We’ve been blessed with our own
health,” Vetter says. “It makes sense to give back
to an organization that could make a difference.”

The University pioneered a protocol for human
islet-cell transplantation to restore the body’s
insulin production, but due to a shortage of donor
organs to provide human islets, scientists are
working to reverse and cure type 1 diabetes using
pig islet cells.

The pig islet cells are provided by the Spring
Point Project—a Minnesota-based nonprofit raising
medical-grade pigs for islet transplantation in a
partnership with the University. Vetter has served
on Spring Point’s board for the past five years and
provided pro bono public relations services to help
the organization. 

Vetter, who lives in Ohio, says she learned
about the University’s cure-focused work in diabetes
through Spring Point and was moved to give after

hearing Bernhard
Hering, M.D., the
SDI’s scientific
director, speak about
his research.

“He and the
others associated
with the project have
been phenomenal at
talking about this,”
she says. “They have
so much hope based
in sound science. We can see a cure.”

While a cure isn’t ready for Hansie yet, Vetter
says she’s hopeful that one is close and is glad
Hansie isn’t letting diabetes hold him back.

“His whole attitude is that diabetes is not
going to stop him,” she says proudly, adding that
Hansie went on to play college football. “It has
definitely inspired me.”

Tom Spizzo, director of operations for Spring
Point, says he’s impressed with Vetter’s enthusi-
asm and commitment to finding a cure.  “As is the
case with many members of our board, Martha has
a close personal connection to diabetes, sees the
potential of the shared SPP/SDI vision, and has
dedicated herself to making the vision a reality,”
says Spizzo. “Her dedication and support over the
years has been tremendous.”

Vetter is modest about her contribution but
hopes to encourage others to give. “Many of us
have kids or loved ones living with this,” she says.
“At whatever level, we can all do something.
Together we can make such a huge difference.”

Your annual gifts to the Minnesota Medical

Foundation at the University of Minnesota make a

real difference for people suffering from diabetes.

You can continue to make annual gifts after

your lifetime by including an endowed gift to the

Minnesota Medical Foundation in your estate

plans through a bequest or living trust, as well

as by naming the Minnesota Medical Foundation

as a beneficiary of your retirement plan or life

insurance policy. 

Income generated from your endowed 

gift allows you to continue to advance world-

class medical research, education, and care at

the University. 

For example, if you’re making an annual gift

of $500 to cure-focused diabetes research today,

an endowed gift of $10,500 in your estate plan

would provide the same amount of support

every year after your lifetime.  

For sample bequest language or to speak to a gift

planning officer, contact the Minnesota Medical

Foundation at 612-625-1440 or 800-922-1663, or visit

www.mmf.umn.edu/giftplanning to find out more.

Leave a
legacy for
future
generations

Submitted photo 

Closer to a cure 
A couple’s gift supports pioneering pig islet transplant research for type 1 diabetes 

Martha, Hansie,

and Hans Vetter
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The University of Minnesota Medical Center,
Fairview (UMMC) became the first academic medical
center in the nation to be certified by The Joint
Commission in advanced inpatient diabetes care. 

The Joint Commission is an independent
nonprofit organization that accredits and certifies
more than 17,000 health care organizations and
programs nationwide. In the past year, UMMC
provided diabetes education and care to more than
2,250 hospital patients and has seen a reduction in
cases of stress-induced hyperglycemia since 2001.

“Scientific innovation has always been at the
core of UMMC’s philosophy,” says Asad Saeed,
M.D., medical director of the UMMC diabetes
management team, adding that a dedicated
diabetes management team and its certification 
by the The Joint Commission fulfills this philosophy.
“Because of this work, the medical center can
manage a variety of complex hyperglycemic
patients more effectively. This translates to
improved quality of care and improved clinical
outcomes.”

UMMC
receives
nation’s
first
diabetes
care
certification

The Golf Classic “fore” Diabetes Research took
place on June 21, 2010, at Town & Country Club.
More than 200 people attended. Since its
inception, the event has raised $4.2 million.

The 15th Annual Golf Classic “fore” Diabetes
Research is scheduled for June 20, 2011. To find out
more about participating as a golfer or sponsor,
contact Valerie Petermann at 612-624-4444 or
v.petermann@mmf.umn.edu.

Golf Classic
“fore” Diabetes
Research
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