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Surgery: A cut above at SMH

Thoracic surgeon Dr. Sharon Ong attempts to find a tumour on the lung of a 72-year-old patient. Below, she talks about the high
percentage of cancer patients she treats at Surrey Memorial Hospital.

he 72-year-old man lying on

the operating table is in a deep

slumber, anesthetist Dr. Walla

Yousef keeping a close eye on the
beeping monitors at his head.

The man was recently diagnosed with a
GIST (gastrointestinal stromal tumour),

a rare cancer of the digestive tract. Today,
however, he’s in Operating Room #9 at
Surrey Memorial Hospital because a scan
has shown a new-found lesion on his
right lung. It measures just under two
centimetres and doctors need to take a
sample of the tumour to determine if it,
too, is cancerous.

In the past, the procedure would have
required doctors open the patient and
spread the ribs in order to access the lungs.
But at Surrey Memorial Hospital (SMH),
equipped with the latest technology, that
won't be necessary.

Instead, the plan is to do the procedure
laparoscopically, using only small incisions
and a tiny fibre-optic camera to locate the
tumour in the lung tissue, bring it to the
surface and cut away a sample of it for
testing.

Dr. Ong, the man’s surgeon on this
unseasonably warm fall morning, says it
will be like finding a marble in a sponge.

Ong is one of three thoracic surgeons
at SMH. She, Dr. James Bond and Dr.
Ahmad Ashrafi share surgery time, each
assigned a day apiece, and rotating a fourth
day between them.

The trio sees nearly 600 cases each
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year at Surrey Memorial, one of just four
thoracic surgery centres in B.C. While
fewer than a quarter of the hospital’s
thoracic surgeries are emergencies —
things such as collapsed lungs or internal
trauma resulting from a car accident
or other injury — the bulk are elective
procedures, such as tumour removal or
hiatus hernia repairs.

Ong has worked in Surrey for two years
since coming from Vancouver General
Hospital.

he unconscious patient is rolled onto

his left side, the red felt pen marks
on his upper right chest clearly indicating
which side is to be worked on. A scar runs
the length of his belly, evidence of a past
surgery.

A silver foil “lower body blanket” covers
the patient from the waist down, and
his calves also have pressurized cuffs
to ensure proper circulation during the
surgery.

A dozen people are in the operating
room for the 72-year-old’s procedure,
including doctors, nurses and a few
medical students who are observing.
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B SMH is one of four centres in
the province for thoracic (chest
cavity, excluding the heart)
surgeries in the Fraser Health
region.

B Three thoracic surgeons at
SMH take part in about 600 cases
annually.

H 15 to 20 per cent of thoracic
surgeries performed at SMH are
a result of emergencies such as
internal trauma or collapsed
lungs.

H 80 to 85 per cent of thoracic
surgeries are elective, such as
repairing hiatus hernias.

B Lung and esophegeal cancer
are major components of
thoracic surgical practice.

B Lung cancer is the most
common cause of cancer deaths
among both men and women.

B The total number of lung
cancer deaths totals more than
the four next most common
cancers combined (colorectal,
breast, prostate and pancreas).

State-of-the-art fibre-optic cameras
allow thoracic surgeons at SMH to view
a patient’s organs through small
incisions, without opening the chest
cavity.
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