Anyone who has suffered and survived a stroke will know of its devastating consequences and will be painfully aware that the road back to a normal life is a long and frustrating journey.

But new virtual reality rehabilitation therapies, which are currently undergoing trials, are helping stroke sufferers in their fight to regain their movement and gradually rediscover their independence.

According to the World Health Organization 15 million people around the world suffer a stroke each year, with five million of those resulting in death and a further five million left with a permanent disability.

In our country a person dies of a stroke every three minutes and in the UK stroke is the biggest single cause of major disability and is the third most common cause of death.

Generally speaking there are two types of stroke -- those caused by blood clots in the brain and those that occur when blood vessels burst. In both instances, the brain is starved of oxygen, which leads to the damage of vital cells.

People who survive a stroke are often left with varying degrees of disability which include paralysis, confusion, loss of vision and/or speech and difficulty walking or performing basic everyday tasks.

Two alternative approaches to treatment are, in my opinion, very important and certainly worth trying. The first, is scalp acupuncture, a relatively new method developed in China and used there since the 1970's to treat strokes and severe head injuries. It aims to stimulate damaged areas of the brain in order to bring about return of function. Scalp acupuncture isn't used for immediate treatment, because it may increase cerebral bleeding if started too early, but it can be effective if begun even up to two years after a stroke. A course of treatment involves about eight daily (or every other day) acupuncture sessions. Results of a study published in a Chinese medical journal showed that scalp-acupuncture is safe for stroke victims and is particularly effective in recovering limb paralysis and speech disturbance caused by cerebral hemorrhage. (Hemorrhagic stroke is much more common in east Asia than in the west; here, most strokes are ischemic, which results from clots interrupting blood flow to the brain.)

Earlier this month, Israeli company Hadasit -- the technology transfer company of Hadassah Medical Organization -- began its Phase II Study of their Virtual Reality (VR) system for the treatment of chronic pain and stroke rehabilitation at the Hadassah University Hospital in Jerusalem.

The system is a product of multidisciplinary work in the Department of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation at Hadassah Mount Scopus Hospital.

Shimon Shiri, a rehabilitation psychologist at Hadassah and an inventor of the VR system, told CNN how the project began.

"We were faced with more and more patients with chronic pain," Shiri said, "who seemed to suffer in spite of pain-killers and surgery. We realized that these patients may have experienced a learning process where pain was imprinted or 'burned' into their nervous systems."
