
Group of Engineers and Doctors Have Modified Sleep Apnea Devices to Increase the 
Working Supply of Ventilators Amid COVID-19 Pandemic 

Program Seeks Timely FDA Approval and to Partner with State, Federal Governments to Meet Urgent 
and Growing Need for Ventilators 

 
 
BERKELEY, Calif., April 3, 2020 —  A group of doctors and engineers from UC San Francisco, UC 
Berkeley and other hospitals and businesses today announced that they have developed a simple 
technique for repurposing sleep apnea machines so they can be used as ventilators as demand outstrips 
supply for the life-saving devices in hospitals overwhelmed by COVID-19 patients. The group, calling 
themselves the COVID-19 Ventilator Rapid Response Team, have developed a way to retrofit off-the-
shelf sleep apnea devices so they can mimic the function of a ventilator that gets oxygen into the lungs of 
patients who are seriously ill with the new coronavirus. To get these adapted ventilators into hospitals 
quickly, they are seeking speedy FDA approval and want to enlist local and federal officials. Now they 
are seeking support and want to work with from local and federal officials to get the devices into 
hospitals. They also are requesting donations of sleep apnea devices, also known as CPAP and BIPAP 
devices, that citizens may have in their homes and not be using. 
 
Government regulations typically restrict the development and use of medical devices for purposes for 
which they were not designed. The Food and Drug Administration has issued new guidance in light of the 
ventilator shortage, enabling sleep apnea machines to be used by hospitals caring for patients infected by 
COVID-19. Doctors and engineers collaborated on the design and are in the process of establishing the 
infrastructure to get them repurposed and into hospitals.  
 
They also are seeking government support in rallying manufacturers and logistics companies to work 
together to provide simple off-the-shelf components, to repurpose devices, and get them distributed as 
quickly as possible to doctors. 
 
The new coronavirus can attack a patient's respiratory system, weakening the lungs and, in severe cases, 
making it difficult, if not impossible to breathe without a ventilator. Ventilators are in scarce supply in 
hospitals around the globe, with many hospitals unable to provide them for new COVID-19 patients, let 
alone other patients who need help breathing for non-virus-related conditions. The Institute for Health 
Metrics and Evaluation at the University of Washington has forecasted that the demand for ventilators 
will far exceed the capacity available for COVID-19 patients by mid April.  
 
“We are hoping for expedited government support because hospitals are quickly getting besieged with 
COVID-19 patients,” said Ajay Dharia, pulmonary critical care doctor and staff physician at Mills 
Peninsula Hospital. “In emergency situations doctors need viable alternatives that can be made ready in a 
very short order. The use of home-based CPAP and BIPAP machines offer such a possible solution, but to 
become a feasible option this project needs backing from the FDA, manufacturers and the government.”  
 
The priority now is for the state and federal government to pick up this project and work with 
manufacturers and logistics companies to put the components together and get devices to healthcare 
workers on the front lines. The group also is seeking donations of sleep apnea devices from the 
community that they can repurpose and distribute to hospitals that need them. People and organizations 
can find out how to donate devices at https://www.ventilatorsos.com. Members of the public are also 
encouraged to contact their state governors and White House officials and voice their support so that these 
efforts to increase the number of retrofitted ventilators are quickly approved and deployed. 
 
“We’re trying to help the government by bringing in a solution that we think can scale quickly,” said 
Bryan Martel, a team organizer and co-founder of Berkeley Engineering and Research, Inc. “This is an 
opportunity to address a life-critical issue and we’re looking forward to doing everything we can to help 

https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/letters-health-care-providers/ventilator-supply-mitigation-strategies-letter-health-care-providers
http://www.healthdata.org/news-release/new-covid-19-forecasts-us-hospitals-could-be-overwhelmed-second-week-april-demand-icu
http://www.healthdata.org/news-release/new-covid-19-forecasts-us-hospitals-could-be-overwhelmed-second-week-april-demand-icu
https://www.ventilatorsos.com/


the White House and governors save lives during this crisis.”  
 
Members of the COVID-19 Ventilator Rapid Response Team include: 

• Bertram Lubin, MD, Professor Emeritus, UC San Francisco 
• Ajay Dharia, MD, Pulmonary Critical Care, Staff Physician, Mills Peninsula Hospital  
• Karl A. van Bibber, Professor, Department of Nuclear Engineering, UC Berkeley 
• Grace O’Connell, Associate Professor of Mechanical Engineering, UC Berkeley  
• Glen Stevick, PhD, Berkeley Engineering and Research, Inc.   
• Bryan Martel, PE retired, Berkeley Engineering and Research, Inc.  
• David Butze, Member of Stand Together Foundation  

   
For more information on the Ventilator Rapid Response Program, read the blog on ventilatorsos.com. 
 
About COVID-19 Ventilator Rapid Response Team  
The COVID-19 Ventilator Rapid Response Team is a group of engineers and doctors that came together 
to provide a ventilator solution during the pandemic-related shortage. The project was initially started 
under the UC Berkeley College of Engineering. 
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