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HEALTHY LIVING
Going robotic in the OR

The da Vinci Surgical System takes a big step beyond minimally invasive procedures

It’s a word that strikes fear in patients 
every day: surgery. In the past, surgery 
was equated with high risks, extended 
pain and in many cases, open surgical 
sites with large incisions often resulting in 
visible scarring. But for thousands of sur-
gical patients like David Johnson, the da 
Vinci Surgical System has become a light 
at the end of a very scary tunnel. 

Retired from a career in law enforce-
ment, Mr. Johnson is a real estate agent in 
Naples and Marco Island. He’s also a can-
cer survivor who had a radical prostatec-
tomy via the da Vinci system, and walked 
out of the hospital the next day.

“I had a few small incisions instead of 
a single large incision, and consequently 
was in the hospital for a day and a half 
with zero post-operative complications,” 
he says.

“I had as extensive a surgery you can 
have to eliminate prostate cancer,” he 
says, adding the robotic da Vinci system 
allowed his doctor to reduce collateral 
damage to other organs and structures. 
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He was on his feet the day of surgery and 
able to go back to administrative work 
within two weeks. 

Mr. Johnson has also had none of the 
typical side effects associated with tra-
ditional prostatectomy, such as incon-
tinence and impotence. Because of the 
difficult location of the surgical site, tra-
ditional prostatectomy patients can also 
endure extended hospital stays and weeks 
of healing before they can attempt to 
resume everyday life.

 
Applications and advantages

da Vinci Surgical System procedures 
aren’t limited to treating just prostate 
cancer. The system has been cleared by 
the U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
for use in a broad array of procedures to 
treat conditions including bladder and 
colorectal cancer, coronary artery disease, 
mitral valve prolapse, endometriosis and 
gynecological cancer.

As health care reform rumbles down 
the legislative track nationally, NCH 
continues to make progress locally 
on delivering quality health care. Last 
week, we were busy on both fronts. 

On the national scene, COO Phil 
Dutcher and I visited Capital Hill in 
mid-November. Our Florida delegation 
of legislators continues to be a strong 
voice in Washington, focused on the 
issues that will affect all of us. Among 
the most prominent of these are:

• The need to obtain appropriate 
Medicaid reimbursement for Flori-
da. Our state ranks among the top 
three states in the nation in terms of 
uninsured, with more than 20 percent 
of Florida citizens uninsured. At the 
same time, we are among the lowest 

four states in terms of allotment per 
person from Medicaid. That’s simply 
unfair and must be redressed.

• Meanwhile, Florida has the highest 
percentage of people on Medicare — 
insurance for those over 65 or disabled. 
Many of these individuals have lower 
health care status, no medical home or 
lack a secondary insurance. Our mild 
climate also means we have a large 
homeless population. Additionally, we 
have many non-citizens who need — 
and receive — medical care, at least of 
the emergency variety. All these issues 
add to the cost per person to care for 
Florida’s residents. And they all speak 
to the need for a geographic variation 
in health care payments.

• Finally, Florida has the third high-
est physician shortage in the country. 
We desperately need more residency 
positions in our state. 

These are the kinds of critical issues 
that concern our legislators. Action 
is urgently needed. NCH leadership 
will continue to be active in seeking 

health care equity for our system and 
our state.

Here on the local front, our talented 
team of caregivers continues to make 
great strides.

Our five NCH neurosurgeons, Drs. 
Rohit Rick Bhasin, Gary Colon, Paul 
Dernbach, Mark Gerber and Michael 
Lusk, have now provided feedback on 
their program. The results are encour-
aging.

Post-operative care in our ICUs and 
on 6 South is superb. Radiology ser-
vices are fast and comprehensive. To 
improve further, we will codify pre- 
and post-operative orders electroni-
cally, using computer provider order 
entry for common operations, such as 
low back or neck surgery. We will con-
sider Dr. Bhasin’s recommendations 
for Stereotactic Image Guidance (CT-
like imaging) during brain surgery and 
spinal surgeries, which is an advanced 
technology he studied at the Uni-
versity of Florida in Gainesville. We 
are also investigating opportunities 

to service neurosurgeons’ patients in 
other areas.

Our challenge, always, is to ensure 
that outstanding performance just 
keeps improving. But all in all, as Dr. 
Lusk puts it, “With our comprehensive 
and highly skilled nursing units, NCH 
is where you want to be if you’re sick.”

Excellent performance deserves 
reward and recognition. Last week 
we delivered the 1.5 percent board-
approved discretionary bonus for all 
eligible colleagues. We’ve also got our 
Key Contributor Awards of $1,000 
for 111 colleagues who consistently 
go above and beyond in terms of atti-
tude and competence. And finally, our 
hard-working dietary team led by Lee 
Ameida and Tony Miraglia helped the 
leadership team serve a traditional 
Thanksgiving meal to everyone work-
ing at lunch, dinner and again at 11 p.m. 
on Thanksgiving Day. ■ 

 
— Dr. Allen Weiss is president and 

CEO of the NCH Healthcare System. 

Nationally and locally, NCH continues making important progress
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The da Vinci Surgical System has been cleared 
by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration for use 
in a broad array of procedures to treat conditions 
including:
 • Bladder cancer
 • Colorectal cancer
 • Coronary artery disease
 • Endometriosis
 • Gynecologic cancer
 • Heavy uterine bleeding
 • Kidney disorders
 • Kidney cancer
 • Mitral valve prolapse
 • Obesity
 • Prostate cancer
 • Uterine fi broids
 • Uterine prolapse

Naples obstetrician and gynecolo-
gist Michael Dent explains that da Vinci 
surgeries result in cleaner surgical sites 
because there is less blood loss. Plus, 
human hands don’t have the dexterity of 
the da Vinci “hands,” he says. The da Vin-
ci’s robot provides full range of motion to 
the surgeon versus the old way of doing 
surgery, which included trying to turn 
straight instruments on an angle. 

“You can liken traditional surgery ver-
sus the da Vinci method to writing with 
a 3-foot-long pencil instead of a regular 
pencil,” he says. “Sure you can write with 
the larger instrument, but it’s harder to 
make it as precise as you would like it 
to be.”

Flexibility in the tip of the da Vinci 
system produces a refined motion that 
fine tunes motor skills, Dr. Dent adds. “It’s 
really all about the flexibility.

“I believe the da Vinci surgical proce-
dure can be better for patient care and 

outcomes,” he says. “It’s the way of future. 
Someday it will become standard because 
it’s helping women not have to have an 
open procedure.”

Although there a few patients for whom 
a da Vinci procedure is not recommend-
ed, Dr. Dent says, too few doctors are 
trained in using the system to keep up 
with demand. The time frame to get com-
fortable with the machine has a learning 
curve, he says, and in a normal case the 
surgeon runs the camera and instruments, 
so the procedure can be more taxing on a 
surgeon from that perspective.

Some patients are skeptical of new 
technology, he adds, and have difficulty 
understanding the complete advantages 
of robotic surgery. 

NCH Healthcare System has two da 
Vinci Surgical Systems, both of which 
are in high demand — not surprising 

SEE DA VINCI, A23 

COURTESY PHOTOS

The da Vinci Surgical System replicates real-time surgeon movements and only does 
what the doctor does.
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DR. PETER J. CURCIONE
• Osteopathic physician
• Board certified orthopaedic surgeon
• Specializing in minimally invasive hip replacement surgery

2745 Swamp Cabbage Court, Suite 305, Fort Myers, FL 33901 • 3400 Lee Boulevard, Suite 105, Lehigh Acres, FL 33971 • (239) 368-8277

R E L I E V I N G P A I N . R E S T O R I N G M O B I L I T Y. • A P A R T N E R O F A T H L E T I C O R T H O P A E D I C R E C O N S T R U C T I O N C E N T E R

FREE EDUCATIONAL SEMINAR

TO ATTEND THE FREE SEMINAR,
PLEASE CALL (239) 368-8277.

REFRESHMENTS
WILL BE SERVED.
SPACE IS LIMITED.

Are you concerned about loss of mobility and lifestyle?

Are you suffering from hip pain?

LEADING ORTHOPAEDIC SURGEON PETER CURCIONE IS NOW
OFFERING A LESS INVASIVE APPROACH TO HIP REPLACEMENT THAT
GETS YOU BACK TO YOUR ACTIVE LIFESTYLE MORE QUICKLY.

• “Muscle-friendly”
• Less invasive
• Less pain

• Less scarring
• Faster recovery

The benefits of anterior
approach to hip
replacement include:

When: Wed., Dec. 16, 5:30 to 6:30 p.m.
Where: Athletic Orthopaedic Reconstruction Center
3400 Lee Boulevard, Suite 105, Lehigh Acres, FL 33971

when you consider that the 
integrated health care system 
collaborates with more than 
500 independent physicians to 
treat 32,000 patients annually.

Deborah Ellis, NCH peri-
operative care and robotic 
coordinator, has scrubbed and 
circulated on hundreds of da 
Vinci surgeries, both on the 
original da Vinci standard and 
the newer da Vinci S-HD surgi-
cal systems. The standard da 
Vinci system was moved to 
North Collier, and the newer 
da Vinci is at the main hospital 
in downtown Naples.

Ms. Ellis is a big fan of robotic surgery 
and its benefits. 

With a traditional radical prostatec-
tomy, she says, “The patient stayed in the 
hospital for three to five days, had to wear 
a catheter for a month, and had high inci-
dence for impotence and incontinence.”

While there are risks with any surgery, 
she adds, with the da Vinci prostatectomy 
those risks are decreased and patients 
typically go home the next day and only 
have to wear a catheter for about a week. 
Among the aforementioned benefits, she 
cites many patients are able to resume 
normal sex a few weeks after the nerve-
sparing da Vinci prostatectomy, and many 
go home with Tylenol or Tylenol deriva-
tives instead of narcotics.

Following doctor’s orders
While regular laparoscopic surgery is 

straight and dependent on the human 
eye and hands for guidance, the da Vinci 
has two cameras going down the lenses 

— one for each eye. Ms. Ellis says the 
da Vinci Surgical System can also elimi-
nate natural tremors, which every human 
being has from time to time no matter 
what they do. 

The da Vinci system replicates real-
time surgeon movements. It cannot be 
programmed, make decisions, move or 
perform any type of surgical maneuver 
without the surgeon’s input. “It is a true 
slave,” Ms. Ellis says adding, “the da Vinci 
only does what the surgeons tell it to do.”

Ellis works closely with da Vinci sur-
geons who must be trained and autho-
rized specifically for the robotic surgeries. 
David Johnson’s surgical team was led by 
Dr. William Figlesthaler of Specialists in 
Urology, a team Mr. Johnson calls “among 
the finest in prostate and urological issues 
anywhere in the world.”

Dr. Dent was among the pioneering 
doctors who first used the da Vinci Surgi-
cal System and now proctors other doc-
tors who are learning the system.

DA VINCI
From page A22

Manufactured by Intuitive Surgical, the 
da Vinci Surgical System is named in 
part for Leonardo da Vinci, who drafted 
unparalleled anatomical accuracy and 
three-dimensional details in his master-
pieces. da Vinci Surgical Systems like-
wise provide physicians with the same 
enhanced detail. 

One key to the success of da Vinci 
robotic surgery is that it is a step beyond 
traditional minimally invasive surgery, 
which has become the standard of care for 
several surgical procedures. And because 
da Vinci surgery is generally classified 
as minimally invasive, most insurance, 
including Medicare, covers the proce-
dure (of course, coverage depends on 
individual health care plans and benefits 
packages).

“The da Vinci Surgical System was 
designed to improve clinical outcomes 
and help patients return more quickly to 
active and productive lives,” says Scott 
White, Intuitive Surgical’s da Vinci area 
sales director for the southeast region. 
“Our mission is to extend the benefits of 

minimally invasive surgery to the broad-
est possible base of patients.”

In the third quarter of 2009, Intuitive 
Surgical had installed 1,308 da Vinci Sur-
gical Systems worldwide. Nearly 1,000 are 
in the United States, a little more than 200 
are in Europe, and just over 100 are scat-
tered through the rest of the world. 

Patients can locate experienced da 
Vinci Surgical System physicians on 
the Intuitive Surgical Web site at www.
IntuitiveSurgical.com. 

As with any life-threatening illness 
requiring surgical treatment, Mr. Johnson, 
who was 49 years old when he had his 
radical prostatectomy with the da Vinci 
system, advises patients that the worst 
thing anyone can do, especially with can-
cer, is to go into denial or to ignore it.

Mr. Johnson encourages patients to face 
diagnosis head on to increase chances of 
survival. “Denial will only result in one 
ending,” he says. “There are so many 
cancer survivors today because doctors 
are aggressively diagnosing it and treat-
ing it.” ■

COURTESY PHOTOS

NCH has two da Vinci systems, one at the main campus downtown and one in North Naples.
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