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High Risk of COVID-19 Infection for Head and Neck Surgeons
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The epidemic of a serious respiratory disease caused by a
new coronavirus virus that started in Wuhan (Hubei prov-
ince), China, was first reported to the local World Health
Organization (WHO) office on December 31, 2019. The virus
and disease were labeled as Severe Acute Respiratory Syn-
drome (SARS-CoV-2) coronavirus 2. The disease caused by
this virus was later called COVID-19." It was declared an
international health emergency by WHO on January 30,
2020.2 On February 26, 2020, the Brazilian Ministry of Health
confirmed the first case in Brazil.? In less than 4 weeks, more
than 1,100 cases and 18 deaths were registered in the
country.?

More than 80% of the patients with COVID-19 are asymp-
tomatic or oligosymptomatic. Approximately 15% require
hospitalization and 3% to 5% evolve to severe clinical con-
ditions requiring ventilatory support in an intensive care
unit (ICU). The mortality rate varies from 0.3 to 8%, with a
higher risk for the elderly, hypertensive and diabetic
patients.>>® On March 20, 2020, we have an accelerated
pandemic that puts almost the entire world population at
risk, with more than 330,000 cases and more than 14,000
registered deaths.’

The first death of a doctor who was a victim of COVID-19 in
Wuhan was an otolaryngologist on January 20, 2020.> The
death from the disease of the ophthalmologist Li Wenliang,
who since December 2019 tried to alert the authorities about a
serious disease similar to SARS (another serious coronavirus)
and was exonerated by the Chinese government, occurred on
February 6 and revolted the world.®° The first recorded case in
Wuhan of contamination by a surgical team is frightening. All
14 participants in an endonasal video-assisted hypophysecto-
my were contaminated.'® Given the high exposure to aerosols
during diagnostic endoscopic procedures or surgeries, many of
the doctors who died in China are otorhinolaryngologists or
ophthalmologists."! According to Patel et al,'? many Italian
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and Iranian otorhinolaryngologists are infected and in isola-
tion. Fatalities have been reported not only among elderly
doctors, but also young people, including an Iranian resident
doctor of undisclosed age.

A significant viral load is concentrated in the upper air-
ways, being a probable cause of the high rate of infection and
many deaths among otolaryngologists, head and neck sur-
geons, ophthalmologists and Chinese endoscopists in these
3 months of the epidemic.''~'* The same high risk has been
recorded in Europe. Due to the contamination of this group of
doctors, it can be observed that, in addition to the symptoms
previously described, anosmia is a frequent finding.'>'®

Thus, it is mandatory to alert all professionals who need to
do head and neck exams (including eye exams) of patients, with
or without access to upper aerodigestive pathways (video-
laryngoscopy, for example), rehabilitation procedures or even
hygiene of this region (tracheostomies, dressings). Given the
high professional risk, the Regional Council of Medicine of the
State of S3o Paulo recommends that surgery and elective
consultations be suspended, except for those of an oncological
nature, in addition to urgencies and emergencies.'’

In cancer cases, especially in patients with carcinomas of
the upper aerodigestive tract, where the treatment of choice
is surgical, it is important to investigate the contagion of
COVID 19. The Stanford University team suggests that an
examination be performed 2 days before the operation.'? Not
all surgeries can be rescheduled. During this period, special
attention should be given to tracheostomies and other
emergencies such as abscesses and cervicofacial trauma.
Meticulous protective measures must be taken for all team
members as well as the operating room, with the execution
of the procedure in a negative pressure room and high-
efficiency particulate air (HEPA) filter in the anesthesia
respirator car and the wuse of personal protective
equipment.18
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With regard to individual protection, the Brazilian Society
of Head and Neck Surgery specified how the protection for
surgical procedures should be. The “Personal Protective Equip-
ment” (PPE) for all professionals involved in the procedure are
mask type N95 or PFF2, glasses or face shield, disposable
gloves, waterproof disposable apron with a minimum gram-
mage of 20'°. It should be emphasized that the procedures for
dressing up and especially for undressing are standardized to
avoid the risk of infection. Many infections by health profes-
sionals occurred due to the lack of clearance, taking the
contaminated hand to the face when removing the mask.'®
There are several guidelines and tutorials on the internet.

During this pandemic caused by a virus with an intense
airway permeability, it is necessary to increase attention
with the use of protective measures to reduce the risks for
specialists in head and neck surgery and otolaryngology.
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