So, what is Laser Surgery?
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There is a lot of talk about lasers.  The word conjures up images as diverse as exploding a planet or delicately reshaping a cornea for corrective vision.  So what is this mysterious light everyone has been talking about for decades?  That is exactly what it is … light.  When we think of light we generally envision white light as that from an incandescent bulb. 

This light is formed from discreet energy packets known as photons.  The big difference is how these photons are organized.  A white light has various wavelengths of light at various amplitudes and frequencies radiating out in all directions.  As you get further away these tend to cancel out each other and the light gets dimmer.

The photons in laser light are emitted together in phase and parallel to each other.  This is known as coherence, and as such they do not tend to cancel out or lose their configuration with distance.  These tend to be all of a similar wavelength, hence a similar color.  We can separate white light into the different wavelengths (colors) with a prism, as we have all done in elementary school science.

These colors may go from very long, infrared, wavelengths, to very short, ultraviolet, wavelengths.  Both are invisible, with the visible light lying in between them.  Each wavelength has unique properties which, when properly concentrated at the right energy levels, may be harnessed for work.  This work may be reading a CD or pointing to a screen.  It may be slicing through steel or fabric.  It may be used to manage soft tissue pain or cut through the same tissue.  

The purpose depends on the laser classification, its wavelength and its power density. In medicine, there are over thirty lasers which have found a purpose, either in pain management or surgery.  The excimer laser used in corneal surgery would be useless for declawing a cat, whereas the CO2 laser used for declaws is much too dangerous to use around a cornea.

In veterinary medicine, the most common soft-tissue laser in use today is the CO2 laser.  It can cut skin and other soft tissue, sealing blood vessels, nerves and lymphatics as it goes.  This translates to cleaner surgery with little or no blood (we don’t even need tourniquets), greatly diminished pain and little or no swelling of the surgical site.  We use the CO2 laser for a myriad of procedures, including declaws, tumor removal, spays, neuters, etc.  My personal favorites include facial and soft palate reconstruction of brachycephalic (pug-nosed) animals to control the snoring and, thus, extend their quality and length of life (not to mention allow everyone in the home to sleep better).  For those dogs who continually scoot and need their anal sacs emptied frequently, we can merely remove the sacs with the laser and eliminate the problem.

Other types of surgical lasers, such as diode or NDYAG lasers, can even be used through an endoscope to remove tumors from within various organs.  If there is a question as to whether the laser is appropriate for a given condition, ask a laser surgeon.  To locate a laser surgeon in your area you may contact the Veterinary Surgical Laser Society by emailing Patty at: poolesvillevet@erols.com  She has a complete listing of the VSLS certified laser surgeons in the United States.

