
Although surgery should not be used as first-line treatment, immediate 
ablation should be performed when necrotic change around the fang 
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Sir,

I was glad to learn that Dr. Jean-Philippe 
Chippaux (1) made informative comments on our 
article in his Letter to the Editor entitled “Surgery 
should not be used as first-line treatment”, 
published in The Journal of Venomous Animals 
and Toxins including Tropical Diseases, v. 16, n. 
1, p. 3-4, 2010. Herein, I give my response and 
present my considerations on why immediate 
radical fang-mark ablation may be effective in 
some cases (2). 

Firstly, I also believe that surgery is not the 
best treatment for snake envenomation, as Dr. 
Chippaux (1) stated in the conclusion of his letter. 
Appropriate first-aid treatment for fang wounds 
is clearly described in the booklet entitled “How 
to Prevent or Respond to a Snake Bite” by the 
US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC), where it is stated “Do not slash the 
wound with a knife” (3). I believe that mere 
slashing is of no use for reducing the injected 
volume of venom; conversely, it may worsen the 
bite wound by provoking infection and nerve or 
vessel injury (4).

Secondly, I do not dismiss antivenom usage, 
as stated in our article: “Continuous observation 
is indispensable after ablation, and if severe 
systemic symptoms of envenomation occur […] 
antivenom treatment should be indicated with no 
hesitation” (2). I think this principle is the same 
when a patient does not undergo ablation. 

Thirdly, although snakebites are most 

commonly treated with specific antivenoms, 
surgical management has also been practiced. 
Several investigators reported that many patients 
required surgical debridement or amputation to 
treat bite wounds, subsequent to or along with 
conservative treatment (5-8). Wongtongkam et 
al. (9) evaluated 85 victims and concluded that 
there was some degree of tissue necrosis at the 
bite site in almost all patients. Chattopadhyay et 
al. (10) reported that 28% of 58 patients required 
debridement to treat local necrosis, and only five 
needed a skin graft. I do not know when these 
patients developed necrosis around the fang 
marks, but maintenance of necrotic tissue in the 
wounds will almost certainly aggravate the local 
and general conditions of patients. 

The standard method of wound management 
was presented in 2003 as a guideline for 
wound-bed preparation, stating that “efficient 
debridement is an essential step in acute and 
chronic wound management. The underlying 
pathogenic abnormalities in the wound cause a 
continual build-up of necrotic tissue, and regular 
debridement is necessary to reduce the necrotic 
burden and achieve healthy granulation tissue. 
Debridement also reduces wound contamination 
and therefore assists in reducing tissue destruction” 
(11). Furthermore, it is well known that all sites 
of animal bites present a high risk of infection 
(12). Once tissue undergoes necrotic changes, it 
cannot survive. Thus, debriding necrotic tissue as 
soon as possible is a reasonable option from the 
viewpoint of wound management and infection 
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control. Moreover, this procedure ensures the 
removal of remaining venom in necrotic tissue.

Dr. Chippaux (1) expressed concern about 
hemorrhage risks during surgical ablations; 
however, necrotic areas show less vascularization 
so that the control of bleeding by compression of 
the affected limbs is simple. He also commented 
about post-surgical risks of infection. As I 
mentioned for infection control, leaving necrotic 
tissue in the wound is riskier than surgical 
debridement of the wound performed by a 
skilled surgeon. As Dr. Chippaux (1) suggested, 
the early surgical ablation of necrotic zones often 
results in relapses leading to the necessity for new 
surgical intervention over the subsequent days. 
This occurs when the area ablated is not sufficient 
and the remaining tissue preserves venom that 
causes further necrosis. Nevertheless, I feel that 
favorable outcomes are possible, when wet-to-dry 
dressing is performed. This mechanism consists 
of removing gauze pads from the wound bed as 
soon as they dry, so that they will adhere to the 
wound surface and the necrotic tissue will be torn 
from the lesion as the dressing is removed (12).

In my opinion, “immediate radical fang-
mark ablation” should be performed in cases 
when necrotic change around the fang mark is 
recognized, preventing progressive and rapid 
effects of venom several after the bite. 

COPYRIGHT
© CEVAP 2010

SUBMISSION STATUS 
Received: April 23, 2010.
Accepted: April 23, 2010.
Full paper published online: August 31, 2010.

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST
There is no conflict.

CORRESPONDENCE TO
MASAKI FUJIOKA, Department of Plastic 
and Reconstructive Surgery, National Nagasaki 
Medical Center, 1001-1 Kubara 2, Ohmura city, 
Zip 856-8562, Japan. Phone: 0957 52 3121. Fax: 
0957 54 0292. Email: mfujioka@nmc.hosp.go.jp. 

REFERENCES
1. Chippaux JP. Surgery should not be used as first-

line treatment. J Venom Anim Toxins incl Trop 
Dis. 2010;16(1):3-4.

2. Fujioka M, Oka K, Kitamura R, Yakabe A, Ito 
M. Immediate radical fang mark ablation may 
allow treatment of Japanese viper bite without 
antivenom. J Venom Anim Toxins incl Trop Dis. 
2009;15(1):168-78.

3. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
[homepage on the Internet]. How to prevent 
or respond to a snake bite [updated September 
20, 2008; cited April 20, 2010]. Atlanta: CDC. 
Available from: http://www.bt.cdc.gov/disasters/
snakebite.asp. 

4. Kresánek J, Placková S, Cagáňová B, Klobušická Z, 
Bátora I, Kresánek I. The new therapy procedures 
for viper attack. Cent Eur J Public Health. 2004;12 
(Suppl):53-4.

5. Wildi SM, Gämperli A, Beer G, Markwalder K. 
Severe envenoming by a Gaboon viper (Bitis 
gabonica). Swiss Med Wkly. 2001;131(3-4):54-5.

6. Hall EL. Role of surgical intervention in the 
management of crotaline snake envenomation. 
Ann Emerg Med. 2001;37(2):175-80.

7. Wongtongkam N, Wilde H, Sitthi-Amorn C, 
Ratanabanangkoon K. A study of 225 Malayan pit 
viper bites in Thailand. Mil Med. 2005;170(4):342-
8.

8. Keyler DE. Envenomation by the lowland viper 
(Proatheris superciliaris): severe case profile 
documentation. Toxicon. 2008;52(8):836-41.

9. Wongtongkam N, Wilde H, Sitthi-Amorn C, 
Ratanabanangkoon K. A study of Thai cobra 
(Naja kaouthia) bites in Thailand. Mil Med. 
2005;170(4):336-41.

10. Chattopadhyay A, Patra RD, Shenoy V, Kumar V, 
Nagendhar Y. Surgical implications of snakebites. 
Indian J Pediatr. 2004;71(5):397-9.

11. Schultz GS, Sibbald RG, Falanga V, Ayello EA, 
Dowsett C, Harding K, Romanelli M, Stacey MC, 
Teot L, Vanscheidt W. Wound bed preparation: 
a systematic approach to wound management. 
Wound Repair Regen. 2003;11 (Suppl 1):S1-28.

12. Dendle C, Looke D. Management of mammalian 
bites. Aust Fam Physician. 2009;38(11):868-74.


