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Artificial disc eases pain in the neck

SUFFERING from neck pain due to a damaged spinal disc? Relief is at hand now, through an
operation which replaces the damaged disc with an artificial one.

A neurosurgeon at the National Neuroscience Institute (NNI) has become the first in Asia to do
this, allowing patients with problems in the upper spine to regain movement to their head and

neck.

When the discs - shock absorbers - between the top seven bones of the spine wear out through
ageing, people experience pain in their neck, shoulders and arms.

Ms June Teo, 48, a supervisor at a childcare centre, had suffered excruciating neck pain for the
last three years.

"I couldn't even carry my handbag," she told reporters yesterday. "At times, the entire right side of
my body would go numb."

After countless visits to acupuncturists and physiotherapists, she finally approached NNI
neurosurgeon Tan Siah Heng.

One of two neurosurgeons here to be trained in artificial cervical disc-replacement surgery, Dr
Tan practised the operation on a cadaver first.

Then, on Nov 5, he made a small incision in the front of Ms Teo's neck and separated the soft
tissues to remove the damaged disc.

He then inserted an artificial disc, made from titanium and cobalt chromium, in the same spot.
The operation took less than three hours.

The new method is an improvement on the conventional one, whereby a piece of bone from the
patient's hip is grafted to replace the damaged disc.

As the graft fuses two pieces of bone together, it often results in stress on the bones above and
below the fused segment.

The artificial disc, however, allows the spine to move freely.
Ms Teo was out of hospital within five days.
The whole procedure costs $8,500 for subsidised patients.

"I can now move my arm freely, do housework and wear high-heeled shoes - all the things I could
never do when I was in such pain before," she said.

The NNI performs 150 cervical spine operations a year using the bone-fusion method.

With the success of Ms Teo's operation, Dr Tan hopes to use the new method on more patients
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here.

Then a decision can be taken as to whether or not it can be used as a standard treatment in such
cases.
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