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We read with interest the article by Deckers et al. [1] regarding increased uptake of sentinel lymph node biopsy
(SLNB) for melanoma in the Netherlands, which reflects our experience in the UK. Their study encompasses the
years 2010–2016 including a large patient cohort, and during this time SLNB was used primarily as a staging tool
for melanoma. While differing clinical guidelines were utilized during this period, the 7th edition of the American
Joint Committee on Cancer (AJCC) guided who SLNB was primarily offered to, and included tumors which were
T1b, constituting a Breslow thickness of ≤1 mm with ulceration or mitoses (≥1/mm2) or T2 or greater (>1 mm
Breslow thickness).

We reviewed all patients presenting with a new diagnosis of cutaneous melanoma to Imperial College Healthcare
NHS Trust in London between 1 November 2016 and 31 October 2018. At this time, we offered SLNB for
melanomas ≥1 mm Breslow thickness in accordance with guidelines from the National Institute for Health and
Clinical Excellence (NICE), which differed marginally to the T1b definition [2]. Patients with regional or distant
metastases at presentation were excluded. One hundred and twenty one patients had a new diagnosis of melanoma,
of whom 84 (69%) were eligible for SLNB with a melanoma ≥1 mm Breslow thickness. Thirty nine of the 84
patients (46%) had SLNB, of whom nine were positive (23%).

This data identified that our SLNB service may double with increased patient uptake, and could mirror the
experience in the Netherlands with an increase year on year. At the end of 2017, adjuvant oncological therapy
with Dabrafenib and Tramatenib demonstrated promising results for improved survival following a positive SLNB
in BRAF-mutant melanoma [3]. In addition, immunotherapy evolved at a similar time and also demonstrated
improved survival [4]. Patient entry for stage III adjuvant therapy trials was primarily those with AJCC 7th edition
stage IIIB or C disease, or IIIA with a sentinel lymph node metastatic deposit of 1 mm or greater. In conjunction
with MSLT-2 reporting that completion lymphadenectomy following a positive SLNB did not confer a survival
benefit [5], adjuvant oncological therapy became the standard of care, and identifying patients with a positive SLNB
has assumed greater importance to improve survival.

Our initial study identified that more than half of patients declined SLNB at a time when adjuvant oncological
therapy was not offered. The 8th edition of the AJCC guidelines subsequently lowered the threshold for T1b
tumors from 0.8 to 1.0 mm Breslow thickness without ulceration. In our initial study, that would have made a
further 12 patients (10%) eligible for SLNB if that was used as criteria for offering SLNB.
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In view of lowering the threshold to meet T1b tumor criteria, and the availability of life-prolonging treatment
for stage 3 disease, we reviewed our SLNB patient uptake between 1 May 2019 and 30 April 2020. At this time,
we offered SLNB for T1b tumors and above. Of 72 patients presenting with a new cutaneous melanoma, 40 were
eligible for SLNB (55%), and of these, 35 proceeded (88%). Six patients (8%) were in the new T1b category and
responsible for a small amount of the increased uptake, while acceptance of SLNB was comparable across AJCC
tumor categories. Of four patients with a positive sentinel node, all had a deposit of 1 mm or greater.

Our service has increased the referrals it receives for cutaneous melanoma over the past 4 years and doubled the
numbers of SLNB it is performing. This is reflective of thorough patient counseling to include adjuvant treatment
options, which have improved overall survival in melanoma. It has necessitated greater input from nuclear medicine
and radiology for SPECT-CT imaging to improve accuracy for head and neck and truncal melanomas, with
addition of a further consultant plastic surgeon and increased theater time. The incidence of melanoma is predicted
to continue to rise in the UK [6], and SLNB services should anticipate further expansion of services to meet clinical
need.

The opinions expressed in this Letter to the Editor are those of the interviewee and do not necessarily reflect the
views of Future Medicine Ltd.
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