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Minimally Invasive Esophagectomy for Cancer:
Single Center Experience after 44 Consecutive Cases
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SUMMARY

Introduction At the Department of Minimally Invasive Upper Digestive Surgery of the Hospital for Diges-
tive Surgery in Belgrade, hybrid minimally invasive esophagectomy (hMIE) has been a standard of care for
patients with resectable esophageal cancer since 2009. As a next and final step in the change manage-
ment, from January 2015 we utilized total minimally invasive esophagectomy (tMIE) as a standard of care.
Objective The aim of the study was to report initial experiences in hMIE (laparoscopic approach) for
cancer and analyze surgical technique, major morbidity and 30-day mortality.

Methods A retrospective cohort study included 44 patients who underwent elective hMIE for esophageal
cancer at the Department for Minimally Invasive Upper Digestive Surgery, Hospital for Digestive Surgery,
Clinical Center of Serbia in Belgrade from April 2009 to December 2014.

Results There were 16 (36%) middle thoracic esophagus tumors and 28 (64%) tumors of distal thoracic
esophagus. Mean duration of the operation was 319 minutes (approximately five hours and 20 minutes).
The average blood loss was 173.6 ml. A total of 12 (27%) of patients had postoperative complications and
mean intensive care unit stay was 2.8 days. Mean hospital stay after surgery was 16 days. The average
number of harvested lymph nodes during surgery was 31.9. The overall 30-day mortality rate within 30
days after surgery was 2%.

Conclusion As long as MIE is an oncological equivalent to open esophagectomy (OE), better relation
between cost savings and potentially increased effectiveness will make MIE the preferred approach in
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high-volume esophageal centers that are experienced in minimally invasive procedures.
Keywords: esophageal cancer; surgery; minimally invasive esophagectomy; laparoscopy; outcome

INTRODUCTION

Each year 462,000 people are diagnosed with
esophageal cancer worldwide and 386,000
people die from it [1, 2]. Although the patients’
satisfaction with surgery is lower comparing
with other treatment options, probably due to
its aggressiveness, surgical treatment remains
the primary treatment for localized resect-
able esophageal cancer. Open transthoracic
esophagectomy (OE) as a radical procedure
has been the procedure of choice in the treat-
ment of resectable esophageal cancer. It is an
extensive and traumatic procedure with mor-
bidity rate ranging between 30% and 50%. [3].
Transhiatal esophagectomy has been designed
to decrease operative trauma in comparison to
the transthoracic approach, but it is palliative
in origin because it is not feasible to perform
lymphadenectomy of the middle and upper me-
diastinum. Minimally invasive esophagectomy
(MIE) results in a significant decrease of surgi-
cal trauma and could provide a proper visual-
ization and exposure of the posterior mediasti-
num and adequate lymph node dissection [4-7].
In the majority of cases MIE is performed as a
total MIE (tMIE) or hybrid MIE (hMIE) [8]. In
change management from OE to tMIE, hMIE
(laparoscopic or thoracoscopic procedure) is
an intermediate but also a very large step. In

1992 Sir Alfred Cuschieri et al. [7] published a
paper about thoracoscopic mobilization of the
esophagus. The first large series (48 patients)
using MIE with transhiatal approach was pub-
lished by the Brazilian surgeon DePaula et al.
[9]. To our knowledge, the largest personal se-
ries of MIE is the series of Luketich et al. [10]
with more than 1,000 operated patients.

Hybrid MIE has been routinely performed
by the team of the Department for Minimally
Invasive Upper Digestive Surgery, Hospital for
Digestive Surgery, Clinical Center of Serbia,
since 2009 [11]. As a next and final step in the
change management, from 2015 we utilized the
total MIE as a standard of care.

OBJECTIVE

In this article, we report initial experience after
44 consecutive cases of hMIE (laparoscopic ap-
proach) for cancer and analyze surgical tech-
nique, major morbidity and 30-day mortality.

METHODS

A retrospective cohort study included 44 pa-
tients who underwent elective hMIE for esoph-
ageal cancer at the Department for Minimally
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Figure 1. Isolation of the left gastric artery and lymph node dissection
in the celiac region

Figure 2. Laparoscopic dissection of the lymph nodes in the lower
mediastinum

Invasive Upper Digestive Surgery, Hospital for Digestive
Surgery, Clinical Center of Serbia in Belgrade from April
2009 to December 2014. The standard preoperative work-
up included symptoms evaluation, barium swallow radi-
ography, upper flexible endoscopy with biopsy, computed
tomography of thorax and abdomen and broncho-pulmo-
nary evaluation (flexible bronchoscopy and pulmonary
function tests).

All patients underwent antibiotic and deep veins
thrombosis prophylaxis. The standard surgical technique
for hMIE is described in detail in further text. Control bar-
ium test through a nasogastric tube (NG) was performed
on the second postoperative day, followed by NG tube
extraction in cases of normal pylorus transit. All patients
received pulmonary physiotherapy and early mobilization.
Control barium radiography was routinely performed on
the seventh postoperative day followed by the clear liquid
diet. Data regarding demographic characteristic, preopera-
tive work-up evaluation, intraoperative data (duration of
operation, intraoperative blood loss, etc.) and postopera-
tive course details were all analyzed. In addition, postop-
erative complications were analyzed separately and graded
according to the Dindo-Clavien classification [12].

Figure 3. Gastric tubulization with endoscopic staplers

After hospital discharge, the first check-up was per-
formed a month after surgery and then periodically ac-
cording to the European Society for Medical Oncology
[13]. The standard postoperative annual check-up in-
cluded symptoms evaluation, control barium radiography,
computed tomography of the thorax and abdomen and
upper flexible endoscopy.

Surgical technique
Laparoscopic part

Positions of the patient and trocars were adopted from
Luketich et al. [4]. The laparoscopic part commenced with
the exploration of the liver, peritoneal surfaces and integrity
of the epiploic arcade. Afterwards, the transection of the
gastrocolic ligament is performed, keeping in mind that the
aim of that part is to preserve the integrity of the arcade
as it will be the only blood vessel left to supply the gastric
tube. The left gastroepiploic vessels are isolated, clipped
and cut. After that, shot gastric vessels should be sealed and
cut all the way from the left epiploic vessels to the angle of
Hiss. Then, the transection of the gastrocolic ligament is
continued backward to meet the pylorus. Pyloromyotomy
or pyloroplasty was performed routinely in the majority
of cases. However, it seems that this step is not necessary
in all patients, especially after narrow gastric tube forma-
tion. Subsequently, left gastric vessels are isolated, clipped
and transected. In case of squamous cell carcinoma, the
left gastric vessels are ligated at the origin and lifted along
with lymph nodes around the left gastric artery (Figure 1).
In case of adenocarcinoma, dissection along the hepatic
and splenic artery is routinely performed. Dissection of
the lower mediastinum should be a part of the laparo-
scopic procedure. It is easier to do it laparoscopically than
via thoracotomy or thoracoscopy (Figure 2). After sealing
and cutting of the gastric arcade on the lesser curvature of
the stomach we proceed with gastric tube formation. On
average three to four articulating endoscopic linear staplers
are used in creating the gastric tube (Figure 3).
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Open thoracic part

The patient is repositioned in the left lateral decubitus, and
open thoracotomy is performed. In case of distal thoracic
cancer, a typical two-field standard lymph node dissection
is performed. When middle thoracic carcinoma is present, a
two-field total lymph node dissection should be performed.
After subtotal esophagectomy and gastric pull-up, mechan-
ic esophagogastric anastomosis is performed in the upper
mediastinum and wrapped with the part of the omentum
preserved along the greater curvature of the stomach. An
NG tube is placed under the direct control and the gastric
stump is closed with a linear stapler. The stomach is fixed
in place with a couple of stitches to the surrounding pleura,
and the thorax is closed after an insertion of a chest tube.

RESULTS

The outcomes of 44 consecutive hMIEs (laparoscopic ap-
proach) for esophageal cancer from April 2009 to December
2014 were included. Male patients were more prevalent (84%
male and 16% female patients); mean age was 61.4 years.
The average Karnofski and ASA scores were 79.8 and 2.3,
respectively. The average body mass index was 22.8 kg/m?.
There were 16 (36%) middle thoracic esophagus tumors
and 28 (64%) tumors of the distal thoracic esophagus. Ana-
lyzing tumor histology, there were 23 (52%) squamous cell
carcinoma, 21 (48%) adenocarcinoma. Mean duration of
operation was 319 minutes (approximately five hours and
20 minutes). In 42 patients (96%) pyloromyotomy or py-
loroplasty was performed. All patients underwent stapled
intrathoracic esophagogastric anastomosis. Additional
surgical procedures included atypical lung resections in
two patients (5%). The average blood loss was 173.6 mL.
Conversion rate was zero. Mean hospital stay was 16 days.
The average number of harvested lymph nodes was 31.9.
These data are summarized in Table 1.

The total of 12 patients (27%) had postoperative com-
plications, while the mean intensive care unit (ICU) stay
was 2.8 days. Postoperative complications mainly included
major pulmonary complications, such as: atelectasis in one
patient (2%), ARDS in one patient (2%) and pneumonia in
six patients (14%). Other significant postoperative com-
plications included anastomotic leakage, herniation of
the transverse colon into the thorax, hemothorax needed
operation, wound infection with dehiscence and bile leak
in the case of severe adhesions after previous surgery in
one patient each.

In addition, all postoperative complications were ana-
lyzed according to the Dindo-Clavien classification (Table
2). Overall, the 30-day mortality rate was 2%.

DISCUSSION
In the literature, under the term of MIE many different
procedures can be found (Table 3), and all of these proce-

dures could be performed in the left lateral decubitus or

| doi: 10.2298/SARH1508410B

Table 1. Demographic characteristics, preoperative, intraoperative
and postoperative course details

Feature Value*
Gender Male 37 (84%)
Female 7 (16%)
Mean age (years) 61.4 (30-81)
Karnofski score 79.8 (60-90)
ASA score 2.3(1-3)
BMI (kg/m?) 22.8(15.2-33.2)
Localization of | Middle thoracic 16 (36%)
the tumor Distal thoracic and cardia 28 (64%)
X Squamous cell carcinoma 23 (52%)
Pathohistology -
Adenocarcinoma 21 (48%)
Duration of operation (min) 319 (255-375)
Intraoperative Pylo.rc?plasty 42 (96%)
details Additional procedures 2 (5%)
/lung resection
Conversion 0
ICU stay (days) 2.8(1-16)
. Transfusion (mL) 173.6 (0-1500)
533?253?&”@ Hospital stay (days) 16.1 (5-45)
30-day mortality 1 (2%)
Harvested lymph nodes 31.9 (15-59)
0 1(2%)
| 8 (18%)
p-Stage lla 6 (14%)
Ilb 0
1 29 (66%)

*The values are presented as the number of patients (with percentage), or as
mean value (with range) of the feature.

ASA - classification and peri-operative risk according to the American Society
of Anesthesiologists; BMI - body mass index; ICU - intensive care unit; p-Stage
- pathologic stage according to UICC Classification (Union for International

Cancer Control)

Table 2. Postoperative complications

Feature Number
Total number of postoperative complications 13
Atelectasis 1(2%)
Major pulmonary Pneumonia 6 (14%)
complications Respiratory insufficiency 0
ARDS 1(2%)
Anastomotic leakage 1(2%)
Thoracic complications without anastomotic leakage* | 2 (5%)
Other** 2 (5%)
Number of patients with complications 12 (27%)
1] 7 (16%)
Dindo-Clavien I 4 (9%)
classification I\ 0
Y 1(2%)

*Thoracic complications without anastomotic leakage were hiatal hernia and
hemothorax needing operation.

** Other complications were wound infection and dehiscence and bile leak in
the case of severe adhesions after previous surgery.

ARDS - acute respiratory distress syndrome; Dindo-Clavien classification —
classification of the postoperative course

Table 3. Variations of minimally invasive esophagectomy (MIE) [8]

Total MIE - thoracoscopic and laparoscopic esophagectomy
Hybrid MIE - either thoracoscopic or laparoscopic approach
Laparoscopic-assisted transhiatal esophagectomy
Video-assisted mediastinoscopic transhiatal esophagectomy
Robot-assisted MIE
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prone position. In addition, the procedures could differ
in respect to the extent of lymph node dissection and the
position of anastomosis [8]. tMIE refers to a combined
thoracoscopic and laparoscopic approach. hMIE is esopha-
gectomy using either the thoracoscopic or laparoscopic
approach. Although transhiatal esophagectomy can be
performed using laparoscopy alone, the transcervical me-
diastinoscopic approach is added in some institutions to
ensure mediastinal dissection. Robot-assisted MIE using
the DaVinci system has only been introduced in a limited
number of institutions [14, 15]. According to the system-
atic review of MIE cases published in the English language
up to June 2012, tMIE is the most common procedure
(58%), followed by hMIE (29%). hMIE with the thoraco-
scopic approach has been performed in 17% of patients
and hMIE with laparoscopic approach in 12% [16].

With so many different procedures it is difficult to com-
pare postoperative outcomes of MIE with more or less
standard OE. A possible solution of the problem is to do
a meta-analysis. To our knowledge, there are three meta-
analyses comparing MIE with OE published by Biere et al.
[17], Sgourakis et al. [18] and Nagpal et al. [19]. In addi-
tion, there are at least two well-designed randomized con-
trolled trials (RCTs) comparing outcomes after MIE and
OE. One is the TIME trial conducted in the Netherlands
by Biere et al. [20]. The trial was designed to compare tMIE
and OE with 115 patients enrolled and with a primary end-
point of 14-day pulmonary infection. The second trial is
the MIRO trial conducted in France by Briez et al. [21]. The
trial was designed to compare OE and hMIE (laparoscop-
ic approach) in 280 patients enrolled and with a primary
endpoint of major postoperative pulmonary complications.
When duration of MIE is discussed, most agree that the du-
ration of MIE is longer than that of OE. However, Nguyen
et al. [22] have reported that MIE does not last significantly
longer than OE if performed by experienced surgeons. In
our series, the average duration of the operation was 319
minutes, which is comparable to results published by other
authors [5, 23]. Gaining experience with MIE may reduce
the operating time as it significantly depends on surgical
experience. The average intraoperative blood loss in our
series was 173.6 mL. Biere et al. [20] in their series reported
average blood loss of 200 mL which is similar to our series.
Also, Biere et al. [20] concluded that there was statistically
significant difference in the intraoperative blood loss be-
tween MIE and OE, favoring MIE. Similar results were
obtained in all three meta-analyses [17, 18, 19].

The overall morbidity in our series was 27%, which is
similar to results published by Luketich et al. [4] and sig-
nificantly lower compared to OE series [21]. While Biere
et al. [17] and Sgourakis et al. [18] found no significant
difference in the pulmonary complications, in the meta-
analysis performed by Nagpal et al. [19] a significant im-
provement of pulmonary morbidity rates was observed
in four studies, whereas no significant difference in the
frequency of pulmonary complication was reported in 10
studies. The rates of major pulmonary complications in

our series do not differ significantly from those published
by Briez et al. [21] with an exception of respiratory insuffi-
ciency rates, probably due to the larger number of patients
in their series. In the RCTs, both Biere et al. [20] and Briez
et al. [21] found significantly lower prevalence of pulmo-
nary complications and concluded that lower prevalence of
pulmonary complications provided evidence for the short-
term benefits of MIE compared with OE for patients with
resectable esophageal cancer.

Length of hospital stay and stay in the ICU were reduced
in tMIE and thoracoscopic-assisted groups when compared
to open surgery group, suggesting early recovery in the case
of MIE [17]. Our experience has demonstrated that MIE
could be performed safely, with overall 30-days mortal-
ity of 2%, mean ICU stay of 2.8 days and average hospital
stay of 16 days, which correlates with results published by
Yamamoto et al. [24] and Smithers et al. [25]. Oncologic
result of different procedures could be compared in respect
to the number of harvested lymph nodes and survival rates.
In our series, average number of harvested lymph nodes
was 31.9, which is similar to results published by Taguchi
etal. [26] and even higher compared to the best OE series.
Other authors have found that oncologic outcomes of MIE
are not inferior to those of OE [17, 25, 27, 28]. On the
contrary, the number of retrieved lymph nodes is higher
in MIE than in OE. Magnifying the view of the surgical
tield might contribute to the increase in retrieved nodes.

In terms of overall survival, many authors believe that
there is no difference in three-year and five-year survival
rates between minimally invasive and open surgical ap-
proach [25].

In the past decade MIE has been increasingly per-
formed to treat resectable esophageal cancer. In the UK,
there has been a steady increase in the uptake of MIE, with
24.7% of esophageal cancer resections in 2009 being per-
formed using a hybrid or completely minimally invasive
approach [29]. This fact expresses attitude in favor of the
acceptance and distribution of minimally invasive pro-
cedures for esophageal carcinoma treatment worldwide.
Finally, Lee et al. [30] reported that MIE is cost-effective
compared to OF in the management of patients with re-
sectable esophageal cancer.

CONCLUSION

Aslong as MIE is oncologically equivalent to OE, cost sav-
ings and potential increased effectiveness associated with
MIE should make it the preferred approach in high-volume
esophageal centers that are experienced in minimally inva-
sive procedures. Indeed, at the Department of Minimally
Invasive Upper Digestive Surgery in the Hospital for Diges-
tive Surgery in Belgrade, hMIE (laparoscopic approach)
was the standard of care for patients with resectable esoph-
ageal cancer in the period between 2009 and 2014. As a
next and final step in the change management, from Janu-
ary 2015 we utilized tMIE as the standard of care.
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MuHUManHoO MHBA3MBHA e30¢areKToMuja y nevetby KapuMHOMa jeatbaka:

MCKYCTBO HaKOH 44 onepauuje

Munow Bjenosuh'? Tamapa babuy?, [paran lyrwuh?, Munan BecenuHoBuh? bpatncnas LUnuya?

'YHuep3utet y beorpagy, MeanumHcku dakyntet, beorpap, Cpbuja;

Opesberbe 3a MUHIMAIHO MHBA3VIBHY XMPYPIyjy TOpH-Eer AUTeCTUBHOT TPaKTa, KNHWKa 3a AurecTBHy Xupypritjy — MpBa XvpypLuka KInHNKa,

KnuHnukn ueHTap Cpbuje, beorpag, Cpbuja

YBop Y Operbetby 32 MUHMMANHO MHBA3VBHY XMPYPrujy rop-
tber AUreCTUBHOT TPaKTa KNnHUKe 3a AUreCTUBHY XMPYPrujy
KnuHnukor uentpa Cpbuje y Beorpagy xmbpuaHa MUHUMaNHO
MHBa3vBHa e3odarektomuja (MUE) je ctaHgapaHa Tepanujcka
onuuja of 2009. roguHe. Kao 3aBpLUHM KOPaK Y yrpaB/batby
npomeHoMm, of jaHyapa 2015. roanHe yBeAeH je KoHLenT To-
TanHe MUE.

v paga Liub paga je 6ro fa ce aHanm3vpa NCKYCTBO Y fe-
Yehy KapuvHoma jearaka xubpugHom MUE 13 nepcnektrse
aHanu3e xmpypLUKe TeXHKKe, Te MopbuanTeTa 1 MopTanuTeTa
6onecHuKa.

MeTtoge paaa PeTpocnekTBHOM KOXOPTHOM CTyAMjoM 06yXBa-
heHa cy 44 6onecHuKa Koja Cy MOABPrHyTa eNeKT1BHOj X1bpua-
Hoj MUE pagu neyera KapunHomMa jearaka nsmehy anpuna
2009. n geuembpa 2014. roguHe y Operbery 3a MAHUMANHO
VHBAa3VBHY XPYPrujy ropker UreCTMBHOr TpakTa KnuHuke 3a
AurecTuBHy xmpyprujy Knuauykor ueHtpa Cpbuje y beorpapy.

MpumsbeH « Received: 04/05/2015

Pesynrtatu O ykynHor 6poja 6onecHuika, kof 16 (36%) je yTBp-
HeH Tymop cpefrer TopakanHor jeftaka, a Koa 28 (64%) Ty-
MOP AWCTaIHOT TOpaKaHor jeghaka. Onepauuja je y npoceky
Tpajana 319 MvHyTa (OKO MeT caTh 1 ABageceT MUHYTa). Mpoce-
YaH rybutak Kpau je 6vio 173,6 mununutapa. lMoctonepauyioHe
KomnnvKauuje cy 3abenexere Kog 12 6onecHuka (27%), a npo-
CeYyHo BpeMe NPOoBeeHO Y jeANHNLIM HTEH3MBHE Here 6o je
2,8 paHa. lNocne onepauuje 6onecHNUy cy y 60nHMLM OCTajanu
y npoceky 16 aaHa. Tokom onepauuje yKnoteHo je NpoceyHo
31,9 numHux ne3pa. YKynHa ctona cMpTHOCT Tokom 30 jaHa
of onepauyje 6una je 2%.

3akmyuak [1ok rog je MUE OHKONOLWKKN €KBMBaNEHTHa OTBO-
peHoj e30parekTomuju, 60sbU OJHOC TPOLIKOBaA 1 edeKaTa
MWE umHu je npouesypom 1360pa y LieHTpMMa ca MCKYCTBOM
y nevetby 60N1€CTU jeAHbaKka 1 LeHTpUMa Kojy MMajy 3HauajHo
NCKYCTBO Y M HVIMAHO MHBA3NBHOj X1PYPIUju.

KrbyuHe peun: KapuvHOM jefibbaka; Xupypruja; MUHUManHO
MHBa3MBHa e30dareKToMuja; nanapocKonuja; Ncxon

MpuxsaheH « Accepted: 29/05/2015
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