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realization that much of what has become dogmatic in cardio-
thoracic surgical training has been uprooted and redefined
during this unprecedented time. The pandemic has required that
we as surgeons and educators step back and take a thoughtful
look and approach to how we are training our trainees, both from
a fund of knowledge and technical standpoint.

Previous reliance on spending hours on the wards and in the
operating room has become challenging in many training pro-
grams as a result of COVID-19. This has pushed our trainees into
realizing the utility of the multiple online platforms that are
available to them as described by Luc and Antonoff.1 As the
authors imply, taking this to the next level allows for the bridging
of geography and institutional boundaries through the use of
multimedia platforms. Multiple examples of this have been
implemented on a small scale; for example the training program
at MD Anderson is broadcasting their “debate style” journal club
electronically for increased participation outside of the home
institution. This concept of educational open access across
cardiothoracic training programs can only strengthen the depth
and breadth of experiences to which our trainees are exposed.
Additionally an added bonus of these experiences is the ability of
our trainees to “virtually meet” each other across the country,
providing important networking opportunities that will only
enhance their careers moving forward.

The vision of the Thoracic Educational Cooperative Group is
that with multiinstitutional collaborative efforts we can accom-
plish more, and the critical importance of this type of educational
strategy has never been more important. We agree with the
Thoracic Educational Cooperative Group, Luc, and Anfonoff:
Through every storm there is a silver lining. COVID-19 has
shown us that as a specialty we can be stronger and more im-
pactful with our educational efforts through collaborative efforts
built out of necessity in the setting of a global pandemic. The
ability to bridge geography, institutional boundaries, and previ-
ously held surgical educational dogma is now.
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Thoracic Surgery for Malignancy and Emergency
Irrespective of COVID-19

To the Editor:

Two months have passed since the spread of the coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. In our editorial,1 we re-
ported that until March 24, 2020, a COVID-19 test by nasopha-
ryngeal swab was offered to the patients presenting with
symptoms of COVID-19. However, from April 2, 2020, we
changed that policy, offering 2 COVID-19 tests by
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nasopharyngeal swab to everyone undergoing thoracic surgery
for malignancies before admission to our general university
hospital, even if asymptomatic. Just in case both tests were
negative for severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus-2,
we admitted the patient. This measure may have improved the
safety for patients and health givers. Moreover, during the period
between the end of February and May 3, 2020, among the 203
patients admitted to our division for surgery, none developed
COVID-19, except 1 patient who presented with COVID-19, 45
days after surgery and 39 days after the discharge.

Giulio Maurizi, MD
Erino Angelo Rendina, MD
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Thoracic Surgical Oncology in Lombardy: How
to Do It During COVID-19 Time?

To the Editor:

The health emergency from coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) requires special attention to lung cancer (LC) patients,
vulnerable by tumor disease or by the effects of oncologic
treatment and radiotherapy. Delayed LC operations could cause
LC progressions with tumors that are no longer resectable. In
stage I LC, a time-to-treat of more than 8 weeks was associated
with a reduction in 5-year survival; in stage III LC, a lag between
neoadjuvant therapy and surgery of more than 3 months was
associated with shorter median survival.1,2

In March 2020, to avoid the complete stop of oncologic surgical
procedures, Lombardy designed a hub system that diverted all
cancer patients to our Comprehensive Cancer Centre. Until April
10, 2020, all in our institution patients received an extensive
COVID-19–related history interview, but the swab test was done
only in symptomatic patients. Nonetheless, this approach resul-
ted in a biased selection.
Despite the current lack of robust data,3 our Thoracic Surgery

Division (first as volume and delivered quality in Italy) decided
on testing for a baseline COVID-19 swab all LC surgical patients.
The aim was to maintain, during COVID-19 epidemic, high-
volume LC operations with well-established protected pro-
tocols and pathways.
From April 10, 2020, to date, even after a negative triage with

temperature and medical history, in the days before hospital
admission, COVID-19 swabs were tested for 58 entirely asymp-
tomatic patients scheduled for endobronchial ultrasound or LC
surgery. Of these, 7 patients (12.1%) had a swab positive for
COVID-19 and were rescheduled for surgery.
In conclusion, our initial clinical evidence supports the

mandatory use of the COVID-19 swabs as a screening tool in all
asymptomatic patients who should undergo LC operations.
The COVID-19 grid search in LC patients could decrease the
in-hospital transmission (eg, indirect transmission between
patients using the same bathroom with standard disinfection).
Besides, the early identification of asymptomatic COVID-19
0003-4975/$36.00
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patients could also avoid severe postoperative respiratory com-
plications related to COVID-19 and could protect the health
workers, maintaining real COVID-19–free departments.

This work was partially supported by the Italian Ministry of
Health with Ricerca Corrente and 5x1000 funds.
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Mechanical Heart Valves Require Warfarin: No
News Is Good News?

To the Editor:

The need for lifelong anticoagulation therapy with vitamin K
antagonists is the Achilles heel of mechanical heart valves.
Numerous attempts have been made to use direct oral antico-
agulants for these patients to avoid the need for regular coagu-
lation checks, but these have not yet obtained the desired results
(eg, the Randomized, Phase II Study to Evaluate the Safety and
Pharmacokinetics of Oral Dabigatran Etexilate in Patients After
Heart Valve Replacement [RE-ALIGN] trial).

Probably, these negative results, and the reduced number of
patients requiring an mechanical heart valve, have inhibited the
emergence of new studies aimed at evaluating direct oral anti-
coagulants in this population. Very recently, a study by Jaffer and
colleagues1 has demonstrated the reasons that led to the failure
of the RE-ALIGN trial, in part related to drug dosage. The results
of this study led to the conclusion that patients receiving a me-
chanical heart valve are still forced to undergo vitamin K
antagonist therapy. This outcome is experienced by many pa-
tients as a certain condemnation to serious complications,
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because that is how life is envisaged for them by the same doc-
tors, who describe life under vitamin K antagonists as like trying
“to navigate the treacherous waters between Scylla and
Charybdis.”2

We believe that the results of Jaffer and colleagues1 should not
be considered as a defeat but rather as a stimulus to the prepa-
ration of new trials using direct oral anticoagulants in patients
with mechanical heart valves. Indeed, the possibility of home
coagulation self-measurement—information that patients often
do not receive—and the new international normalized ratio tar-
gets that significantly reduce bleeding risks3 by not increasing
thromboembolic risks, should make mechanical heart valves be
considered as a viable alternative, especially in younger patients.
In these patients, biological prostheses are increasingly invasive,
although few studies have been published to date with long
follow-ups, and it should not be forgotten that, even in the recent
past, some biological models have not kept the promises made in
terms of structural valve degeneration.
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Kommerell’s Diverticulum and Early
Endovascular Treatment

To the Editor:

In their recent and interesting article, Li and colleagues1 reported
their clinical case on the total endovascular treatment of a 39-
year-old man with a 1-year history of Kommerell diverticulum
0003-4975/$36.00
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