
Crohn’s disease is a chronic inflammatory bowel disease 
(IBD) that damages the digestive tract. Inflammatory 
bowel diseases affect 1 in 150 Canadians. Sufferers 
often experience bouts of abdominal pain, diarrhea, 
vomiting and weight loss, as well as anemia and fatigue.

But treatments for these chronic conditions are being 
transformed, spurred on by advancements in genomics 
technologies and a growing understanding of the 
microbiome, the trillions of bacteria that live in our body.

“Through DNA sequencing, we can figure out which 
bugs are in the gut,” says distinguished pediatric 
gastroenterologist and researcher, Dr. Johan Van 
Limbergen. “We now know it’s not just the immune 
system and how we react to the environment that 
can lead to IBD, the microbiome also has a significant 
influence on these conditions.”

Dr. Van Limbergen and his research team within the 
Centre for Genomics Enhanced Medicine (CGEM) have 
discovered that an imbalance of bad bacteria in the 
microbiome triggers the immune system to attack the 
intestines where these bacteria thrive. 

No one is more appreciative of Dr. Van Limbergen’s 
research findings than his patient Michael, now 16, who 
was among the first Crohn’s patients to have changes 
in his microbiome monitored over the course of his 
treatments. 

“  Microbiome analysis gives us individual 
profiles for individualized treatment,” 
continues Dr. Van Limbergen. “For Michael, 
his microbiome changed completely after 
having his surgery.”

 
In addition to surgery, Michael received individualized 
treatment involving a combination of diet therapy and 
immune suppression that sent his Crohn’s disease into 
remission.  “I feel 100 per cent better after the surgery,” 
says Michael. “I have to stay away from high-sugar and 
greasy junk foods, and my friends help me with that, but 
overall I feel great.”

Dr. Van Limbergen describes how understanding the 
microbiome translates into developing new treatments. 
This includes a liquid diet developed by the research 
team that dramatically resolves Crohn’s symptoms in 90 
per cent of children within 12 weeks because it restores 
a healthier balance in their gut microbiome.

Looking ahead, Dr. Van Limbergen believes that 
understanding shifts in the microbiome will help 
physicians predict which treatment will be most effective 
and bring faster relief to patients.  He envisions a 
future where, “We will be targeting treatments, offering 
what you need when you need it; minimizing the use 
of steroids and immune suppression and maximizing 
getting a healthy microbiome back.”
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The Gift 
of Feeling 
100%
Most kids don’t think 
twice about ordering a 
pizza on a Friday night, 
but for someone with 
Crohn’s disease having a slice 
could lead to being doubled-
over in pain for hours. 
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