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Airway management in prone position: a case of knife
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Abstract

Airway management in prone position is a very challenging procedure, predicting a difficult airway situation. We present a case of an
adult with knife injury in the posterior spine, needing surgical care. Because of possible dislodgment of the knife with life-threatening
complications, supine and lateral decubitus positions were not considered for airway management. To get around this difficulty, we
used a fiberoptic intubation through supraglottic device I-gel® in prone position, under general anesthesia, to secure the airway. This
case shows the use of fiberoptic intubation through an I-gel® supraglottic device, in prone position, as a valid choice.

INTRODUCTION

Airway management in prone position is a very challeng-
ing procedure. Difficult facial mask ventilation, inability
to insert a laryngeal mask airway and difficult endotra-
cheal intubation are possible complications, predicting a
difficult airway situation [1, 2].

We present a case of an adult with knife injury in the
posterior spine, in close relationship with vital structures
needing surgical care.

To prevent further neurological damage, supine posi-
tion was not suitable which led to difficulties to airway
management. To get around this difficulty, we used a
fiberoptic intubation through supraglottic device I-gel®
in prone position, under general anesthesia, to secure the
airway.

Permission was obtained from the patient for the pub-
lication of this case report.

s

Figure 1. Patient in prone position with dorsal stab wound (the back
tattoo was hidden to maintain patient anonymity).
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was unable to move the right lower limb. Examination of

A 28-year-old man, ASA physical status II, victim of knife
trauma, was brought by the pre-hospital emergency,
immobilized in prone position, still with the knife in
his back.

In the emergency room, the patient had a Glasgow
Coma Scale of 13 (after opioid administration), eupneic
with Fi0O2 35%, without clinical signs of respiratory dis-
tress, tachycardic and hypertensive. Neurologically, he
presented decreased sensitivity of the lower limbs and

the dorsal region revealed a knife deep inserted, in the
center of the spine, bellow the shoulder blades (Fig. 1),
multiple stabs at thoracodorsal level and right flank.
Were administered 3L of crystalloid and 1 g of tranex-
amic acid.

As the risk for knife movement was real, with conse-
guent worsening of injuries, whenever it was necessary,
transfers of the patient were made in a precise and
coordinated way, with the help of sheets.
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Figure 2. Thoracic CT-scan and X-ray showing knife crossing the posterior vertebral elements and the body of the eighth dorsal vertebra.

A thoracoabdominal pelvic CT-scan, made in prone
position, revealed a small pleural effusion on the right
lung without pneumothorax and no major vessels
lesions. The knife could be seen crossing the posterior
vertebral elements and the body of the eighth dorsal
vertebra, occupying the vertebral canal, suggesting a
probable incomplete spinal cord injury (Fig. 2).

After multidisciplinary evaluation it was decided to
remove the knife by surgical exploration, under general
anesthesia, followed by exploratory laparoscopy. Because
of possible dislodgment of the knife with life-threatening
complications, supine and lateral decubitus positions
were not considered for airway management.

It was outlined alternative plans for airway man-
agement. We planned to intubate the patient in prone
position with C-mac® videolaryngoscope, with the head
slightly rotated, as first attempt. Plan B was to insert an
I-gel®supraglottic device to assure ventilation and then
fiberoptic intubation through the device. Plan C was to
intubate the patient in lateral position and plan D would
be surgical airway.

The patient was monitored according to ASA Stan-
dards and preoxygenated with Fi02100% for 3 min.
Rapid sequence induction was performed with Propofol
2 mg/kg and Rocuronium 1.2 mg/kg.

We started using a C-mac®© videolaryngoscope in the
prone position, with the head turned to the right. The
glottis view through the C-MAC screen was a Comarck
Lehane 2B, but the first intubation attempt was not
successful, due to the difficulty in directing the tube.
During this attempt, there was significant desaturation
(SatO2 70%) with hemodynamic repercussions. Ventila-
tion using a 4-hand face mask with oropharyngeal tube
proved to be ineffective and for that we pass to plan B.
An I-gel® supraglottic device number 5 was inserted with
effective ventilation and oxygenation. Fiberoptic intuba-
tion through the I-gel® was attempted and the intubation
of the trachea with 7-mm cuffed orotracheal tube was
confirmed by capnography. During airway management
the knife was not dislodged.

After surgery, the patient was admitted in the intensive
care unit (ICU) intubated and ventilated with vasopressor
support. At ICU admission, with the patient already in
the supine position, the supraglottic device was removed

without complications by an anesthesiologist, holding
the supraglottic airway device, after confirming the dif-
ficult airway car was present. The patient was extubated
after 48 h, without complications.

DISCUSSION

In a patient with normal neurological examination direct
removal of the knife can be a safe option, but in the
suspicion of neurological lesions surgical exploration
is recommended [3]. This patient had neurological
deficits, compatible with damage to the spinal cord
with sparing of the right corticospinal tract. Therefore,
in order not to cause secondary spinal cord injury,
after multidisciplinary evaluation it was decided to
remove the knife by surgical exploration, under general
anesthesia.

In addition, the patient had multiple stabs at the tho-
racodorsal level and right flank and although the CT-
scan did not report a major vessel lesion, an exploratory
laparoscopy was performed afterwards. This decision
was taken because the digital exploration showed that
there was a violation of the peritoneum. According to the
literature, the peritoneum violation is an indication for
exploratory laparotomy/laparoscopy [4, 5].

In this case, supine position was not suitable due to
prevent further neurological damage. Airway approach
in prone position, despite being a predictable difficult
airway, might be reserved for extreme emergency
situations [6].

There are several approaches described for airway
management in prone position, including fiberoptic intu-
bation in awake patient, direct laryngoscopy (with head
upside down or turned to one side), videolaryngoscopy
and through laryngeal mask Fastrach® [6, 7].

Fiberoptic intubation in awake patient is considered
one of the best options when facing a difficult airway
[1, 8]. However, it demands extensive training in han-
dling the fiberscope, especially in prone position, beyond
patient’s collaboration [9]. In this case, it was not possi-
ble, since the patient was uncooperative, with periods of
psychomotor agitation.

The Cochrane Systematic Review demonstrated that
the use of C-mac® videolaryngoscopy instead of direct



laryngoscopy, especially in difficult airway situations,
improves glottis visualization and can reduce the num-
ber of failed intubations [9]. Furthermore, the videolaryn-
goscope with extra-curved blade allows for a better view
of the glottis [10].

In this particular case of prone position, without other
difficult airway stigmas, we decided to use the C-mac®
videolaryngoscope with D-Blade in the first attempt of
orotracheal intubation, after rapid sequence induction.
Difficulties in videolaryngoscope maneuvering, together
with patient desaturation, led to the failure of this tech-
nique.

The use of laryngeal mask airway (LMA) in airway
rescue has been successfully used in patients in the
prone position [1, 2].

A recent study by van Dijck et al. demonstrated that
the insertion of an LMA in the prone position is quick
due to cuff’'s absence, successful in most patients and
may be considered in emergency situations [11]. They
also investigated if an I-gel® can function as a conduit
for blind orotracheal intubation in the prone position but
demonstrated that this was unlikely to succeed [11].

Other study compared fiberoptic intubation through
the I-gel® and Fastrach® supraglottic airway devices in
supine position and demonstrated that had similar suc-
cess rates [12]. Nevertheless, the I-gel® allowed a better
visualization of the vocal cords, leading to a shorter
intubation time [12].

Taking this into account, the I-gel® is an easy, fast and
effective option to maintain ventilation and oxygenation
in patients in prone position. Furthermore, when patient
is in supine position it seems to be a good conduit for
fiberoptic intubation, minimizing the risk of esophageal
intubation and glottic trauma.

As expected, fiberoptic intubation through a supra-
glottic airway device was successful. Nevertheless, in the
event of some intercurrence, like bloody airway, the use
of fiberscope would be limited due to the lack of good
airway visualization.

If that would be the case, we had the plan C and D as
a rescue plan, since securing the airway is a priority.

To our knowledge, this is the first case in the literature
showing fiberoptic intubation through an I-gel® supra-
glottic device, in prone position, as a valid choice when
other approaches are not an option.
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