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Current advances in rectal cancer surgery
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Surgical treatment of rectal cancer has evolved massively over the last 30 years. Th e foremost challenge for surgeons 
managing rectal cancer since Ernest Miles’ description of surgical treatment more than 100 years ago has been to improve 

local recurrence rates. Th e increasing eff ectiveness of novel oncological therapies has been a great benefi t to the long-term 
survival for patients. However, the standardized surgical technique of total meosrectal excision has probably been the single 
most eff ective factor in the signifi cant reduction in local recurrence rates seen over the last 30 years. Th e current issues revolve 
around the safety and appropriateness of laparoscopic rectal cancer surgery. Th e benefi ts of laparoscopy in surgery in general 
are well documented, even with regards to colonic cancer. But rectal cancer provides a number of additional challenges. 
Specialist units report local recurrence rates in open surgery of around 6-8% and this must be the minimum standard for 
laparoscopic surgery. Yet, the goal of laparoscopic surgery must not be to achieve parity with open surgery, but to improve on 
the important oncological parts of the operation and move beyond the dexterity of the open surgeon. Th e arguments for and 
against laparoscopic rectal cancer surgery are presented.  
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