
Dr. Richard 
Watson (left), 
senior vice 
president and 
chief technology 
officer for Vital 
Needs 
International, and 
Ron Hicks, 
president and 
CEO, say they 
are optimistic 
about the future.  
Their company 
makes medical 
products ranging 
from an antacid 
to a portable 
wound care 
device. 
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he same 
company that 
wants to put a 
clear antacid in 
your medicine 

cabinet also is headed to 
the rolling plains of 
southern Africa to save 

health care workers’  
lives. 

Vital Needs International 
is a San Antonio-based 
biotech company with a 
stable of products that 
defies categorization, 
such as consumer 
products, portable wound 

care devices, patented 
waterproof cast 
technology and an 
umbilical cord cutter and 
clamp.  

The company invents or 
acquires technology and 
then develops a product 
so it can be turned over to 

a corporate partner for 
quick manufacture and 
sale.  

The company, founded in 
2000 by former Kinetic 
Concepts Inc. executive 
Ron Hicks and Kansas 
physician Richard 
Watson, has racked up 35 
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Tiny S.A. company invents, 
develops innovative range of 

health care products 
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Vital Needs International 

Vital Needs plans to introduce its umbilical cord cutter and 
clamp, known as The Joey, into the hands of health care 
workers delivering babies in impoverished countries.  

BY TRAVIS E. POLLING 
EXPRESS-NEWS BUSINESS WRITER 



Ideas flowing from ‘The Dream Center ’  

San Antonio’s Vital Needs International is trying to bring to market its Clear Relief liquid antacid, 
a non-chalky alternative to other types.  It already has FDA approval. 

patents and keeps the 
ideas flowing from its 
Huebner Road corporate 
headquarters and think 
tank, dubbed "The Dream 
Center." "Every single 
product we have is in 
active negotiation right 
now," said Hicks, who 
serves as CEO.  

Vital Needs© small size 
belies its big reach. It has 
10 employees in San 
Antonio and several other 
offices around the 
country. Most of those 
workers are engaged in 
managing large numbers 
of consulting engineers, 
designers and scientists 
who take ideas from a 
patent to a packaged 
product.  

For example, the recently 
unveiled Voyager port-
able wound care device 
was four years in the 
making, with the final 
stages of the design done 
by BMW Designworks-
USA, a California sub-
sidiary of the German 
carmaker.   The Voyager, 
about the size of a deck 
of cards, is ready for 
commercialization as part 
of a $7 billion worldwide 
market. The company is 
in talks with large comp-
anies that want to acquire 
and market the tech-
nology.  

Another product is Clear 
Relief, a clear, flavored 
liquid antacid with no 
chalky aftertaste. It has 
already received approval 
from the Food and Drug 
Administration, and slick 
packaging is designed. 
Hicks said a corporate 
partner would be able to 
take it to store shelves in 
30 days.  

But much of the comp-
any©s attention is in get-
ting its umbilical cord 
cutter and clamp, known 
as The Joey, into the 
hands of health care 
workers delivering babies 

in impoverished coun-
tries.  

The colorful plastic-and-
metal device in the shape 
of smiling koala will be 
introduced in the small 
African country of 
Malawi in June. Ten 
thousand FDA-approved 
Joeys are expected to 
prevent the blood spray 
of umbilical cord blood 
that can transmit 
HIV/AIDS.  

Though Vital Needs 
executives would like to 
see The Joey, invented by 
Watson, marketed by a 
major corporation to 
hospitals worldwide, the 
company saw a pressing 
need to distribute it in 83 
countries where health 
workers are at risk of 
contracting the HIV 
virus.  

Watson said he witnessed 
births in Africa where 
medical tools were 
almost non-existent.  

"What we have found, 
tragically, are that 
midwives and other 
health care providers are 
positioned as disposable 
medical goods," he said.  

Vital Needs executives 
said they hope several 
trips to Africa, with 
members of Congress and 

presentations to chari-
table organizations such 
as the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, will 
garner support to expand 
the "Joeyaid" program to 
more countries.  

The company also has a 
patent on Joey 
Diagnostic, which can 
diagnose the presence of 
HIV or other blood-borne 
diseases within minutes 
from the blood in the 
umbilical cord.  

Other Vital Needs 
inventions in birthing 
technology include First 
Touch and Freedom 
Patch monitors.  

The First Touch is a non-
invasive monitor that 
slides alongside the head 
of a baby still in the 
womb to take vital signs. 
For more than two 
decades, the monitoring 
devices used included 
inserting a corkscrew-like 
device under the scalp.  

The Freedom Patch is a 
wireless device to 
monitor contractions in 
an expectant mother so 
she won©t be bed-bound.  

And this week, the 
company received patents 
on its Cell View casts. 
The adjustable and water-
proof cast and splinting 

composite allows bones 
to heal while air and 
water can circulate 
through the open 
hexagonal fiberglass 
material.  

"It©s not often that you 
find a product-
development company 
that goes beyond (a few 
products) in a core area," 
said Randy Goldsmith, 
chief executive officer of 
the nonprofit San 
Antonio Technology 
Accelerator Initiative. 
"This is a good model for 
San Antonio."  

By staying out of the 
capital-intensive manu-
facturing and marketing 
end of the business, Vital 
Needs can take on more 
projects and concentrate 
on medical devices that 
few bigger companies 
give thought to.  

"Our risk isn©t in selling," 
Hicks said. "Our risk is in 
wondering, ©what©s the 
next home run?©” 
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