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COVID-19 and resuming elective surgery. How do we

get back to normal?

Check for
updates

COVID-19 e a retomada das cirurgias eletivas. Como voltaremos a

normalidade?

COVID-19 will still be present in our population in the com-
ing months (or until a vaccine is available), and in addition
to restrictions on individual liberties, we will have to face
the negative impacts on the economy' and its social after-
math: unemployment, depression, hunger, suicide, violence
against women, drug abuse, among others. Conditions know-
ingly associated with increase in deaths.

Specifically taking into account our activity, the scenario
we are facing has had no equal in modern history and, there-
fore, there is no available information for comparing and
projecting what effect interrupting surgeries will have on
public health.?

In order to resume elective surgeries safely the effec-
tive participation of anesthesia services in management
committees is indispensable, aimed at making all resources
available to face the pandemic, to manage possible lack of
supplies, and also aimed at developing and adapting care
protocols.

For elective surgeries in non-infected patients, high-alert
surveillance and social distancing principles, protection gear
for patients and care teams must be kept for all cases. During
elective surgeries, increase in mortality and adverse events,
upon developing COVID-19, are concerning and the rationale
for additional care such as previous testing and isolation.>*

Due to associated costs and scarcity of protection equip-
ment, hospital management tends to recommend using
maximum protection only for positive cases of COVID-19,
even if it leads to some uncertainty as to the protection of all
individuals involved. This is another sensitive and delicate
issue that needs to be faced.

On the other hand, available access to surgery is acknowl-
edged worldwide as a scarce resource, resulting in a global
challenge to provide safe surgery and anesthesia as a
priority.>¢ Estimates suggest that roughly 330 million surg-
eries are performed annually worldwide,” most of them
in developed countries. Considering the global average

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bjane.2020.08.007

of roughly six million procedures per week, surgery con-
tainment, and the new safety requirements will require
innovating solutions.

As an example of the harsh scenario, according to the
WHO Global Cancer Observatory, 500,000 patients are diag-
nosed with colorectal cancer annually in Europe, being four
million for any kind of cancer. In two months of pandemic
there seems to be the diagnosis of 83,000 patients with col-
orectal cancer and over 660,000 patients with any type of
cancer. The estimate did not include the time required for
getting activities back to normal and solving lists of pend-
ing issues, therefore the negative impact can be greater,?
mainly because we are not aware of the consequences of
containment of surgeries on the deterioration of patients’
clinical conditions, health and well-being.’

The virus officially arrived in Brazil on February 25, in
the city of Sdo Paulo.’ The crisis has been lasting, there-
fore, five months already and will probably continue until
the end of 2020 in different parts of the country, which
leads us to assume that the scenario may be even more
critical, and that hospitals and the health system will
suffer major economic impacts. Taking into account the
severity of the scenario being faced, some questions to anes-
thetists and their representative entities surface: How can
anesthesia services add value and reduce costs? What atti-
tudes/measures should be prioritized? After all what will our
contribution be?

Data from the Instituto de Estudos de Saude Suplemen-
tar (IESS)'® appoint that hospital admissions account for 61%
of the Medical Hospital Cost Index, a medical-hospital infla-
tion measure in Brazil. Therefore, a greatly representative
priority will be reducing inpatient stay.'"

Given the fixed costs of the operating suite are high,
reducing operation time of each surgery is also required,
ramping up surgical suite use. However, performing surg-
eries faster cannot compromise patient safety, given costs
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associated with surgery increase significantly when there are
complications.?

The most frequent perioperative complication alone is
infection. In fact, surgical wound infections are one of the
most serious and common perioperative complications, and
probably cause more morbidity than all other anesthetic
complications together,'® half of which can be prevented.'
A patient with infection is five times more likely to be
readmitted’ and increase average inpatient stay in 3 to 4
days.'®

Given the challenges presented, special attention should
be given to controlling risk factors for the develop-
ment of perioperative infection. Mainly hypothermia,'”
malnutrition,'® and insulin resistance.”

Protocols such as the Aceleracdo da Recuperacao Total
P&s-Operatoria — ACERTO (Speeding Up Total Postoperative
Recovery)?® project and Enhanced Recovery After Surgery
(ERAS),?" based on evidence, have already been tested in
Brazil and in several parts of the world, and should receive
special attention when elective surgeries are resumed, as
they are easy alternatives to perform in order to reduce
perioperative morbidity-mortality, inpatient stay, and asso-
ciated costs.

In brief, at this time of major uncertainties, it is essen-
tial to use the best scientific evidence, adapt protocols, use
available resources and structures correctly, and prepare a
recovery plan for services, prioritizing patients that present
clinical status with a higher risk of deterioration.
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