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Abstract

The case series was conducted at the Department of Plastic Surgery, Combined Military Hospital,
Rawalpindi, from June 2009 to May 2011, and comprised 19 patients in whom free fibula flap was
performed for upper and lower limb reconstruction, using SPSS 16. Results showed that flap survival
was 100%. One (5.2%) flap was re-explored for venous congestion and was salvaged. One (5.2%)
patient of congenital pseudoarthrosis of tibia had a fracture of the fibula and was treated with external
fixation. Average follow up was 8 months. Mean union time and full weight-bearing was 6.5+1.34
months (range3-8 months) and 9 months, respectively. No recurrence of pseudoathrosis was observed
until the last follow up, with only a 1.5cm length discrepancy in one patient. The results proved that a
microvascular free fibular flap heals rapidly, causes early functional recovery and it can be raised as an
osteocutaneous flap.
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Introduction

Reconstruction of large defects (>6cm) in long bones of the limbs poses a challenge to the
reconstructive surgeon with regards to limb length preservation, function and cosmesis. There can be
multiple causes of these defects e.g. trauma, infection with osteomyelitis and oncologic resection which
in turn can be with or without soft tissue loss.

Various reconstruction modalities are present, each having its own benefits and drawbacks. The two
most acceptable techniques for large long bone defects include the use of massive bony allografts and
free composite tissue flaps.

Non-vascularised allografts provide a biological spacer with strong cortical bone and can be accurately
matched to conform to the configuration of a bony defect. The use of allograft has fewer host/donor-

site morbidity.l Allografts, however, have many disadvantages, including their lack of blood supply,
lack of osteogenic cells, and potential for immunologic reaction, slow, superficial and incomplete
healing, high non-union rate and pre-disposition to infection and fracture.>®

With the advent of microvascular surgical reconstruction, techniques using free vascularised bone have

become well-described and well-established.”!°
Potential donor site for osteocutaneous free flaps is the vascular system supplied by the subscapular

artery, where a lateral or medial segment of the scapula can be included in composite gralfts.“’12 Other
flaps, such as the lateral arm flap and the radial forearm flap, can also be modified as an
osteofasciocutaneous flap when a bone segment from the lateral and distal humerus or from the radius

is included.'>* Another potential donor site for microvascular bone segments is the iliac crest, but its
curvature limits reconstruction of long diaphyseal bone or requires multiple osteotomies. !>

Probably the most popular possibility for bone-only and free composite tissue harvest is the free fibula
transplantation. The first microvascular fibula transfer was performed by Ueba and Fujikawa in 1973
and Taylor et al. in 1974.1%17 1n 1977, Weiland et al. reported the first reconstruction of long bones

with vascularised fibula after tumour resection.'® This option offers good available length of bone,



good pedicle size, minimal donor site morbidity, shortened union time compared with the allograft and
the possibility of using its proximal end for joint restoration. The composite free fibula flap can provide
a skin paddle, soft tissue and muscle to reconstruct complicated defects.

Vascularised free fibula is also a treatment modality for congenital pseudoarthrosis of tibia.'” It is a rare
disease which usually becomes evident within a child's first year of life, but may be undetected up to

the age of 12 years.20 It is characterised by segmental osseous weakness, resulting in anterolateral
angulation of the bone. The osseous dysplasia leads to tibial fracture and non-union. Tibial bowing and
reduced growth in the distal tibial epiphysis may result in shortening.

Our unit has previously published results of salvage of the upper limb using vascularised fibula ﬂaps.21
Here we describe our results with free fibular flaps for limb salvage in patients with defects resulting
from non malignant conditions and congenital pseudoarthrosis of tibia.

Patients and Methods

A total of 58 free fibular flaps were performed at the Plastic Surgery Department of the Combined
Military Hospital, Rawalpindi, over a two-year period from June 2009 to May 2011. Thirtytwo free
microvascular fibular flaps were performed in upper and lower limbs out of which 19 were performed
for upper and lower limb reconstruction due to defects arising from non-malignant conditions. Out of
these, 11 were oseocutaneous flaps while the rest were bone-only flaps.

Fourteen patients had bone loss due to trauma (most of these patients were serving soldiers injured
during combat) and 5 patients had Congenital Pseudoarthrosis of the tibia.

The type of psuedoarthrosis was evaluated according to Crawford classification.?? (Figure-1).
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Figure-1: Cawford's classification of congenital pseudarthrosis.

Three patients had Type III and 2 had Type IV psuedoarthrosis.
Reconstruction was done in 8 Upper limbs and 11 lower limbs (Table).



Table: Summary of demographic data.

Patient Reconstructed bone Age  Gender Cause of defect Length of fibula  Type of flap
1 Tibia i F conqenital Psendoarthrsis of the tibia type Ml 7am Jsseous

! Tibia 9 M congenital Pseadearthrosis of the tibia type M 4 {Jssequs

1 Tibia f M congenital Pseudoarthrosis of the tibia Type [ Jsseous

d Tibia 7 F congenital Psendoarthrosis of the tibia type V g Osteocutaneous
5 Tibia 13 F congenital Psendoarthrosis of the tibia type V A Osteomitanzous
[ Humerus 17 M Gunshat wound 12 (Jsseaus

7 Elbow 29 F Gunshat wound 12 (sseous

5 Wrist 40 [ Blast Injury 9 Ostenqutaneous
9 Humems 5 # bunshot wound 14 Osteoqutanzous
10 Tibia 1 M Blast Injury 18 Osteomutaneaus
" Tibia 45 F RoadTraffic Accident 16 {ssenus

12 Tibia 43 F Road Traffic Accident 14 (sseaus

13 Ulna 2 B funshot wound 12 Osteamutanzous
14 Radins 4 M Gunshat Wound 1 (stencutaneaus
15 Tibia i b Blast Injury 16 Osteoautaneous
18 Humens N M Gunshot wound & Ostenautaneous
17 Tibia 47 ] Road Traffic &ccident g (Jsseaus

13 Humens 16 M Gunshot wound 13 Osteocutaneous
19 Tibia 7 M Gunshat Wound 16 (stenautaneous

A pedicled latissimus dorsi flap was done for soft tissue coverage of elbow defect in one patient three
months after which free fibula flap was done. Another patient underwent radial nerve transfer for radial
nerve injury four months prior to an osseocutaneous free fibula for humerus reconstruction.

The orthopaedic team performed the resection. The reconstructive effort was started simultaneously
with the raising of the fibula. In all patients whom osteocutaneous fibula was done, perforators were
marked before general anaesthesia with a Huntleigh SD2 healthcare hand-held Doppler. The right
fibula was harvested in all except 4 patients who underwent reconstruction of defects in the tibia as the
lesions were on the right side.

Fibular dissection was done through a lateral approach under tourniquet control. Any variation in blood
supply was noted. Length of the fibula required was pre-operatively assessed by measuring the defect
on the X-ray, taking into account the disparity in size between the X-ray and actual defect. Per-
operatively the bone defect created by the resection was measured by the orthopaedic surgeon and the
length of the fibula required was communicated. The maximum length was harvested to ensure the
maximum possible length of the pedicle.

After resection was complete the patient was given 5000 international units of heparin intravenously
(IV) and the fibular pedicle was divided The fibula was handed over to the orthopaedic team with one
member of the plastic surgery team working with them for insetting of the bone and protecting the
pedicle throughout the insetting/fixation of the bone. All anastamosis were done in a non-traumatised
area under loupe magnification (x4). In the recipient site, the fibular graft was inserted into the
medullary canal of the long bone. Additional stability was provided by cortical screws or locking
plates. All free flaps with a skin paddle were monitored clinically by colour, temperature, capillary
refill and pattern of bleed on scratching. To monitor bone-only fibular flaps, three-phase bone scan was
done within the first 48 hours after surgery. For the donor lower limb an above-knee plaster of Paris
(POP) slab was given for 4 weeks after which partial weight-bearing was started at 6 weeks. In cases of
lower limb reconstruction partial weight-bearing was started at 12 weeks after consultation with an



orthopaedic surgeon.
Aeroplane splint slab was used for arm immobilisation when reconstruction of humerus was done.
Osseous union was defined as described by Gebert et al. and included attenuation or absence of

osteotomy line, presence of external bridging callus, or bony trabeculae spanning the osteosynthesis

site. 23

Statistical analysis was done using SPSS 16.0. Continuous variables were expressed as mean +
standard deviation, whereas frequencies and percentages were shown for nominal variables.
Drawings illustrate Crawford's classification of congenital pseudarthrosis of tibia. Patients with all
types present with anterolateral bowing of tibia. In type I, the medullary canal is preserved. Cortical
thickening might be observed. Type II is defined by presence of thinned medullary canal, cortical
thickening, and tabulation defect. The dominant finding in type III is a cystic lesion, which may be
fractured. In type IV, pseudarthrosis is present with tibial and possibly fibular non-union.

Results

Out of the 19 patients in the study, 6 (32%) were females the rest (13, 68%) were males. The mean age
for patients with congenital pseudoarthrosis was 8.4+2.79 years, and for rest of the patients was
33.86+8.43 years.

The average raising time of the free fibula was 75-90 mins for bone-only flap. Osteocutaneus flaps took
a little longer to raise compared to bone-only flaps (90-105 mins). Total Operating time including the
orthopaedics team and reconstruction time was 6-11 hours with mean 6.15+1.67 hours. Maximum
length of the fibula was 22cm for tibia and minimum length of fibula was 7cm (for congenital
pseudoarthrosis of the tibia).

Flap survival was 100%. One Flap was re-explored for congestion 20 hours post-operatively; a venous
clot was found intra-operatively. The flap was salvaged. One patient of congenital pseudoarthrosis of
tibia had a fracture of the fibula and was treated with external fixation.

Average followup was 8 months. All patients had achieved bone union on their last followup visit,
including patients of pseudoarthrosis. Mean union time was 6.5+1.34 months (range: 3-8 months) as
determined clinically and radiologically by evidence of bridging of three of the four cortices on plain
radiographs.

The mean time to full weight-bearing was 9 months, and all patients were pain-free and able to walk
without supportive devices.

At final followup there was no recurrence of pseudoathrosis until the last followup, with only a 1.5cm
length discrepancy in one patient.

Three of the cases are described here individually:

Case-1

A 13-year-old female with type IV pseudoarthrosis operated previously at another hospital (Figure-2).



Figure-3: a) Scar of previous surger;: b) X ray shw.ring segmental loss of ulna. ¢,d) Flap
insetting showing fixation by bridging plate and skin paddle. e) Early post op X-ray.

Case-2
A young soldier with segmental loss of ulna due to gunshot wound was treated. He was subjected to
9cm free osteocutaneous fibula flap. Anastamosis was done with the ulnar artery and its 2 vena
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Figure-3: a) Scar of previous surger;: b) X ray shuwing segmental loss ofulna. ¢,d) Flap
insetting showing fixation by bridging plate and skin paddle. e) Early post op X-ray.

Case-3

A young soldier with gunshot wound resulting in segmental loss of humerus right and radial nerve
injury was also treated. Radial nerve transfer was done. After four months, free fibula osteocutaneous
flap was done (Figure-4).



Figure-4: a) Scar of previous surgery and radial nerve transfer. b) Bony defect seen on
X-ray with Intramedullary Nail. ¢) Defect to be reconstructed. d) Harvested flap with
skin paddle. e) Early post-op X-ray with bridging plate.

Discussion

Free Fibula has been extensively used for reconstruction of limb defects post-tumour resection. Studies
of it as a viable option for reconstruction of long bone defects due to other causes remain scarce and
hard to find especially in local literature.

Since Taylor et al, numerous studies have demonstrated that microvascularised transfer of bone can be

effective for the reconstruction of large skeletal defects, including those due to trauma, resection of a

tumour, infection and congenital tibial pseudalrthrosis.24'26

Worldwide, the free vascularised fibular graft (FVFG) has become the most commonly transferred
vascular autograft for reconstructing segmental bone defects.?’



Microvascular transplantation of an osteocutaneous fibula graft includes the advantage of a diaphyseal
bone that is sufficient in length and stability for reconstruction of upper extremity as well as lower

extremity bone defects.?®%° In addition, the vascular pedicle of the graft is of sufficiently large
diametre to facilitate microvascular anastamosis.

Also the advantages of use of vascularised grafts as compared with use of non-vascularised grafts have
been demonstrated experimentally and clinically in skeletally mature individuals. These advantages
include skeletal healing without creeping substitution of the graft from the surrounding host bone; more
rapid incorporation and union; lower rates of fracture, infection, resorption, and non-union; the option
of using the grafts for the treatment of established infections and segmental defects larger than five
centimetres; greater initial strength; remodelling in a manner similar to that of viable bone; the ability
to respond to biomechanical loading physiologically; increased hypertrophy; and a decreased duration
of immobilization after implantation.30

Jupiter et al. demonstrated that after secondary reconstruction procedures, mature vascularised fibular
grafts respond in a manner similar to normal cortical bone.>! Fibulas will hypertrophy through a
process of pressure transport, microfracture and callus formation. We have also seen this in long-term
followup of our patients.

Reconstruction using vascularised fibula graft alone takes as early as three months to unite.>? In other
studies, an average time of three to five months is needed for union.> Ninety per cent of the patients

achieved union at average of 7.6 months in a study conducted by Hsu et al,>* which is similar to the
time the fibula took to achieve union in our patients (6.5 months).

We also used it as an osteocutaneous flap in 11 cases. Other studies have also shown advantages of
using a skin paddle. They show that monitoring of graft perfusion is clinically possible when a skin
paddle is left attached to the fibula.>

We have also observed that primary closure (without using a split thickness skin graft) becomes easier
once a skin paddle is used, as usually the recipient skin and soft tissue consists of scar tissue.

The complication rate after composite tissue transplantation is low, but the difficulty and length of the
procedures may be disadvantageous.

In the past, some authors thought that the FVFG could only be done at specialised centres and was
time-consuming. These grafts took years to hypertrophy and often fractured one or more times before
re-modelling was complete. The grafts often failed to unite to the recipient osseous tissue at one or both

ends.3®
However, in our study, only one fracture and no non-union of the vascularised fibular grafts were

encountered, which is similar to the study conducted by Sun et al’’ (although the defects were post
osteomyelitis).

Recent studies show that donor-site morbidity after harvest of a free osteocutaneous fibula segment is
low.>%3? The most frequent complaints are pain, dysesthesia, and a feeling of ankle instability. There
was no morbidity at the donor site in our study.

The interpretation of our results of reconstruction for congenital pseudoarthrosis need to be

consolidated with a longer followup till skeletal maturity and with a larger no of patients.

Conclusion

Microvascular free fibular flaps heal more rapidly with fewer complications. There is earlier functional
recovery than conventional non-vascularised grafts and it can be raised as an osteocutaneous flap. It
provides a dynamic option to the plastic surgeon for 3 dimensional reconstruction of large complex
defects located in poorly vascularised wound beds.
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