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Surgery during the 
COVID-19 pandemic
The COVIDSurg Collaborative’s study1 

of surgical outcomes in patients 
with COVID-19 is commendable, as 
most existing publications around 
perioperative practice are com-
mentaries or recommendations with 
extrapolated knowledge. 

The study findings1 suggest a 
grievous prognosis for patients 
having surgery during the COVID-19 
pandemic, in that nearly one in four 
(23·8% [268 of 1128]) patients 
die within 30 days, and about half 
(51·2% [577]) of them will have major 
pulmonary complications. Factors 
associated with these outcomes 
were non-modifiable, except for the 
decision of elective surgery. Even 
among elective surgeries, delaying 
cancer surgery might have its own 
consequences. Hence, it becomes 
crucial to look for modifiable risk 
factors, such as the anaesthetic type. 

Although unproven in people 
with COVID-19, preference for 
regional anaesthetic over general 
anaesthesia has advantages such as 
minimal effect on the respiratory 
system, avoidance of intubation-
related seeding of pathogens to the 
lower respiratory tract, decreasing 
thromboembolic complications, and 
a reduced surgical stress response.2,3 
Using regional anaesthetic techniques, 
aerosol-generating procedures can 
be avoided with decreased risk to 
health personnel; additionally, there 
is potential to conserve protective 
equipment and essential drugs during 
shortages.4 

In our crude analysis of the 
COVIDSurg Collaborative data, we 
found that regional anaesthetic 
was associated with a potentially 
favourable odds ratio for 30-day 
mortality (1·23) and pulmonary 
complications (1·23). However, both 
include the null effect within their 
95% CI. The choice of anaesthetic is 
determined by the surgical procedure, 
patient parameters, and a shared 

decision between the patient and the 
physician. We urge the COVIDSurg 
Collaborative to consider these 
analyses and provide effect estimates 
to allow for a more informed discus-
sion and decision making about the 
type of anaesthetic for patients with 
COVID-19.
We declare no competing interests.

*Harsha Shanthanna, Vishal Uppal
shanthh@mcmaster.ca

Department of Anesthesia, McMaster University, 
Hamilton, ON L8S 4K1, Canada (HS); and 
Department of Anesthesia, Pain Management, 
and Perioperative Medicine, Dalhousie University, 
Halifax, NS, Canada (VU)

1 COVIDSurg Collaborative. Mortality and 
pulmonary complications in patients 
undergoing surgery with perioperative 
SARS-CoV-2 infection: an international cohort 
study. Lancet 2020; 396: 27–38.

2  Macfarlane AJR, Harrop-Griffiths W, Pawa A. 
Regional anaesthesia and COVID-19: first 
choice at last? Br J Anaesth 2020; 125: 243–47.

3  Hou YJ, Okuda K, Edwards CE, et al. 
SARS-CoV-2 reverse genetics reveals a variable 
infection gradient in the respiratory tract. 
Cell 2020; 182: 429–46.e14.

4  Uppal V, Sondekoppam RV, Landau R, 
El-Boghdadly K, Narouze S, Kalagara HKP. 
Neuraxial anaesthesia and peripheral nerve 
blocks during the COVID-19 pandemic: 
a literature review and practice 
recommendations. Anaesthesia 2020; 
75: 1350–63.


