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Hand-assisted Laparoscopic Splenectomy — Preliminary
Experience in Southern Taiwan

Wei-Feng Lee, MD; Shih-Chung Wu, MD; Chee-Chien Yong, MD;
Chao-Long Chen, MD; Chih-Chi Wang, MD

Background: A hand-assisted laparoscopic procedure allows the surgeon to insert the non-
dominant hand into the abdomen, and helps to recover the tactile sensation.
For a massively enlarged spleen, this technique overcomes difficulty in con-
ventional laparoscopic splenectomy. The advantages of minimally-invasive
surgery can still be preserved. We describe our preliminary experience in
hand-assisted laparoscopic splenectomy.

Methods:

The data of 5 patients who presented with splenomegaly and underwent

hand-assisted laparoscopic splenectomy between April 2000 and January
2004 were reviewed retrospectively for analysis.

Results:

The mean age was 45.4 & 6.6 years, and the hospital stay was 6.6 £ 1.0

days. The splenic length and weight averaged 20.6 = 5.9 cm and 1084.2 £
647.8 g. The operative time and blood loss averaged 218.2 &= 40.2 minutes
and 220 £ 166.1 ml. There was no conversion to open splenectomy. No mor-
tality or morbidity was noted in our series.

Conclusion: Hand-assisted laparoscopic splenectomy is a safe and feasible procedure,
even in our initial experience. It helps in exploration of the surgical field and
handling of a fragile spleen, especially in patients with massively enlarged
spleens. Although another incision is necessary, the advantages of laparo-

scopic surgery are still retained.

(Chang Gung Med J 2010,33:67-72)
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Before the era of laparoscopic surgery, surgeons
performed open splenectomy (OS) through a
subcostal incision with or without an upper midline
extension. This was associated with a longer hospital
stay and more postoperative comorbidity, because
left lower lung atelectasis was a common complica-
tion after OS, and prolonged chest physical therapy
was necessary. Postoperative pulmonary function
following laparoscopic cholecystectomy proved bet-

ter than open cholecystectomy because there were
fewer small incisions than with a right subcostal
incision.” With similar advantages, laparoscopic
splenectomy (LS) is now thought to be a safe and
feasible procedure,® and is accepted worldwide as a
standard method to excise a normal-sized spleen.
Splenectomy is indicated in many hematological
diseases, and splenomegaly usually presents in these
patients. However, splenomegaly is traditionally
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considered a contraindication for LS.® The technical
difficulties in manipulating an enlarged spleen with
the use of instruments alone can lead to capsular tear
and hilar injury, and conversion to open splenectomy
may be necessary to achieve hemostasis. The hand-
assisted system retains the advantages of minimally
invasive surgery, and insertion of the hand enables
the surgeon to obtain tactile feedback and facilitate
exposure of the surgical field.” Controlling a huge,
fragile spleen with hand assistance allows the proce-
dure to proceed more easily. Thus, patients with
splenomegaly are believed to be good candidates for
this new technique.® The routine use of the hand-
assisted technique is not necessary, but it is a bridge
for the inexperience surgeon to advance to total
laparoscopic splenectomy and is beneficial in
patients with splenomegaly.®”

Herein, we describe our preliminary experience
in performing hand-assisted laparoscopic splenecto-
my (HALS) and removing the spleen through the
hand-port incision in patients with splenomegaly.

METHODS

We retrospectively reviewed 5 patients, 3 men
and 2 women, who underwent HALS at Chang Gung
Memorial Hospital-Kaohsiung Medical Center
between April 2000 and January 2004. The median
age of these patients was 45.4 & 6.6 years (range,
34-51 years). Splenomegaly was defined as an esti-
mated splenic weight of >500 g or a splenic length
>10 cm as measured by sonography or computed
tomography scan. All patients were referred from the
hematooncological department, and splenectomy
was mainly indicated for hematological disorders.
Splenectomy was indicated in 1 patient with heredi-
tary spherocytosis, 1 with myelodysplastic syn-
drome, 2 with malignant lymphoma, and 1 with
pseudotumor. Their symptoms included abdominal
distension and mild orthopnea.

Surgical procedure

Under general anesthesia, patients were placed
in the supine position with a 20-degree elevation on
the left side. Laparoscopic splenectomy was per-
formed as per the standard procedure. A left hand-
assisted device (Omniport, Advanced Surgical
Concepts Ltd., Ireland) was used. A 7-8 cm upper
midline abdominal incision was made to create an
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airtight system allowing the introduction of the non-
dominant hand of the surgeon into the abdominal
cavity. This system allows the surgeon to manipulate
the spleen and retract the colon and stomach during
dissection of the splenic hilum. Three trocar portals
were made, including a supraumbilical incision for
the laparoscope and two left lateral incisions for
instruments, at an appropriate distance from the sub-
costal margin (Fig. 1). The distance allows adequate
space to manipulate the instruments. Carbon dioxide
insufflation was maintained at a pressure of 12-14
mmHg. Mobilization of the spleen was carried out in
a manner similar to that in open splenectomy, begin-
ning with dissection and division of the splenocolic
ligament with a harmonic scalpel, followed by grad-
ual dissection and division of the gastrosplenic liga-
ment. The splenic hilum was bluntly dissected along
the pancreatic tail with the inserted hand. Care was
taken to avoid damaging the pancreatic tail. The
main splenic structures were transected with an
EndoGIA vascular stapler (US Surgical, Norwalk,
CT). Finally, the splenodiaphragmatic and splenore-
nal ligaments were dissected and divided. Thus, the
spleen was totally free and ready for removal. The
intact spleen was removed through the hand-port
incision with minimal extension. A closed drain
(Jackson-Pratt, Fortune Medical Instrument Corp.,
Taiwan) was implanted through the lateral trocar site.
The fascia at the incision that was larger than 5 mm
was sutured with Vicryl 1/0 and subcuticular skin
closure was performed.

The nasogastric tube and the Foley catheter

E‘.fx-- i
Fig. 1 Demonstration of the location of the trocar portals and the
air-tight hand-assisted device.
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were removed 24 hours after surgery. The drain was
removed before discharge.

RESULTS

The surgical results of the 5 patients who under-
went HALS are shown in Table 1. The median
splenic weight was 1084.2 £ 647.8 g (range,
332-2106 g). The average splenic length was 20.6 £
5.9 cm (range, 14-28 cm). No procedure was con-
verted to OS. The average values of the parameters
measured were as follows: operative time, 218.2 =
40.2 minutes (range, 155-270 minutes); blood loss,
220 = 166.1 ml (range, 50-500 ml); and length of
hospital stay, 6.6 = 1.0 day (range, 5-8 days). All
spleens were removed intact through the hand-port
incision with minimal extension when necessary.
Seeding of the splenic tissue on the wound was not
observed; the incision length ranged from 7 to 13
cm. No instances of mortality or postoperative com-
plications were noted.

DISCUSSION

LS is a feasible and safe procedure for normal-
sized spleens. The available literature indicates that
LS is effective and advantageous in that it is associ-
ated with a shorter hospital stay, lower complication
rate, and quicker recovery than OS.® Less pul-
monary impairment in laparoscopic procedures may
contribute to the preferred result.” For massive

Table 1. Perioperative Data of HALS Patients

splenomegaly, the application of LS is controver-
sial.®'"” Large spleens are difficult to manipulate
laparoscopically, and capsular tears and bleeding
may occur in the fragile organ."? Targarona et al con-
ducted a study in 69 patients who underwent LS and
categorized them into 3 different groups on the basis
of splenic weight (I = 400 g; II = 400-1000 g; III =
1000 g)."» The results of the study revealed no sig-
nificant differences in the complication rate between
patients with different splenic weights (I = 12%; II =
33%; 111 = 30%) However, LS performed for spleens
>2000 g in another study was associated with a high
conversion rate, high degree of blood loss, and
increased morbidity."” Thus, the definite threshold of
splenic weight that warrants a surgical procedure has
not yet been determined.

The application of the hand-port system enables
the surgeon to receive tactile feedback and facilitates
exposure and retraction in the surgical field during
laparoscopic manipulation. Hand-assisted laparo-
scopic surgery is thought to be a suitable procedure
for splenomegaly because the inserted hand helps
manipulate the large mass and the hilar vessels.
Several reports have indicated that HALS is associat-
ed with a shorter operative time and lower conver-
sion rate than the traditional laparoscopic splenecto-
my in cases of splenomegaly.’>'® The percentage of
patients with postoperative pulmonary dysfunction
according to surgical incision was reported as a
sequence of upper midline > subcostal > lower mid-
line."” The hand-port incision is relatively smaller

Sex Age Diagnosis Length Weight OP time Blood loss Length of

(cm) (2) (minute) (ml) stay (day)
Patient 1 F 51 Anaplastic large cell lymphoma 14 541 215 250 8
Patient 2 M 34 Myelodysplastic syndrome 28 1500 200 500 6
Patient 3 M 50 Mantle cell lymphoma 27 2106 270 250 5
Patient 4 F 42 Hereditary spherocytosis 19 942 155 50 7
Patient 5 M 50 Spleen inflammatory pseudotumor 15 332 251 50 7

Mean + SD 454%6.6 206£59 1084.2+647.8  218.2£40.2 220 £ 166.1 6.6%1.0

Abbreviations: HALS: hand-assisted laparoscopic splenectomy; OP: operative.
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than the traditional upper midline wound or sub-
costal wound with or without midline extension for
splenectomy. HALS preserves the laparoscopic
advantage of minimal invasiveness, and causes less
pulmonary impairment than OS. So, it is considered
a well-established procedure for splenectomy in mas-
sively enlarged spleens."®!”

In our preliminary experience, we found that
splenectomy could be performed safely with a hand-
assisted laparoscopic procedure for splenomegaly,
even with splenic weights >2000 g. With the assisted
hand to retract and expose, the EndoGIA stapler can
be applied to the hilar vessels appropriately. Injury to
the adjacent organs can also be reduced by protection
with the inserted hand. No conversion to an open
procedure was required in our series. Because we
selected patients with splenomegaly, a longer opera-
tive time and more blood loss were found compared
with OS in our experience. But all the patients recov-
ered well, and no mortality or morbidity was noted.

Table 2 demonstrates published reports and the
present results.“*>” The operative time in this study
was not much longer than that in the other series.
This procedure was not very difficult and could be
performed step by step in the initial experience, and
the results were satisfactory. There was no mortality.
The conversion rate with massively enlarged spleens
ranged from 5 to 37% in the other studies compared
with no conversion to open procedure in this study.
The splenic weight was considered to be correlated
not only with the conversion rate but also with the
incidence of morbidity. With these favorable results,
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the hospital stay in this study was longer; we expect
that this is because the Taiwan national healthy
insurance system allows longer hospitalization than
systems in other countries.

Most surgeons morcellate the specimens by
ringed forceps or a morcellator and remove the
spleen piece by piece.?” We believe that the intact
spleen is a better specimen for the pathologist, who
can examine the margin and make an accurate diag-
nosis in the presence of malignant disease.
Therefore, we removed the intact spleen through the
incision which was created for the hand-port system.
In all cases of splenomegaly, the spleens were
removed successfully after extending the incision if
necessary. The extension is limited, so it doesn’t
diminish the advantage of HALS. By careful manip-
ulation and wound protection, no splenic rupture or
disease spread occurred in our cases.

Conclusion

LS is a safe and effective procedure in splenic
disease, and the procedure is well established in
Taiwan. The application of the hand-port assisted
system facilitates better exposure of the splenic
hilum in laparoscopic procedures and lowers the
conversion rate. In particular, this procedure is
appropriate for patients with massive splenomegaly
or a good bridge for an inexperienced surgeon to
advance to a total laparoscopic procedure. Although
an additional incision is needed, the advantages of
laparoscopic surgery can still be preserved. In our
preliminary experience, the enlarged spleen can be

Table 2. Published Reports on Hand-assisted Laparoscopic Splenectomy for Splenomegaly

First author (year) N Operétive time Conversion Morbidity Hospital S?lenic
(minutes) stay (days) weight (g)
Litwin (2000) 8 177 £ 33 37% 12% 4.7 (2-9) NA
Hellmann (2000) 7 133 (110-115) 14% 28% 7 (5-13) 4200 (3500-5800)
Targaroma (2001) 20 135 (85-270) 5% 10% 4 (2-15) 1753 (700-4500)
Borrazzo (2003) 16 240 (165-360) 0% 0% 3.32-7) 2008 (543-4090)
Lee (2009) 5 218 £ 40 (155-270) 0% 0% 6.6 (5-8) 1084 (332-2106)

Abbreviation: NA: not available.
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excised and removed intact through the incision,
with favorable outcomes.

10.
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