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Inguinal Hernia
and Hydrocele in Children

J. D. Atwell, F.R.CS.

Consultant Surgeon, Wessex Regional Centre for Paediatric Surgery,
The General Hospital, Southampton

PRE - OPERATIVE

‘Indications

There is no place for the conservative management of
an inguinal hernia in either infandy or childhood as
the highest incidence of incarceration is within the
first 3 months of life. Premature infants are specially
at risk. Incarceration may result in strangulation of
the intestine in the male or of the ovary and Fallopian
tube in the female; testicular atrophy may be a late
sequelae of incarceration (Stepherns, 1963).

In patients with a unilateral inguinal hernia there
is an increased risk of developing a hernia on the
contralateral side (right inguinal hernia — 33 per cent;
left inguinal hernia — 66 per cent). Despite the
increased risk of developing a contralateral hernia
routine exploration of both sides is not recommended
(De Boer and Potts, 1963).

Anaesthesia

General anaesthesia is required and the operation is

suitable for day care at all ages (Atwell er al., 1973),

thus avoiding many of the upsets caused by an in- -
patient admission with separation of the child from

the family.

Principles of the operation.

Inguinal herniotomy is the treatment of choice as the:
hernia is due to congenital persistence of the processus
vaginalis. In the female infant with a sliding hernia of
the ovary and Fallopian tube and in inguinal hernias
associated with spina bifida and exstrophy of the
bladder, secondary factors are of aetiological signifi-
cance and a repair of the hernia may be required.
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THE OPERATIONS

Minor differences of technique are used depending
upon the age and sex of the patient and therefore the
operations are considered under four sub-headings:
(1) male infant or child under 2 years of age; (2) male
child over 2 years of age; (3) female infant or child;
(4) surgical treatment of a hydrocele.

INGUINAL HERNIOTOMY IN THE MALE INFANT
OR CHILD UNDER 2 YEARS

L

The incision

A skin-crease incision in the fold of the skin above
the external inguinal rin® gives adequate access. An
oblique incision should be avoided.

2

Exposure of the spermatic cord and the
external inguinal ring

Haemostats are placed on the subcutaneous tissue and
lifted thus allowing the subcutaneous tissues to be cut
with dissecting scissors. Blunt dissection in this manner
along the line of the spermatic cord is used until the
cord is seen emerging from the external ring. This
may be difficult in the small infant as the incision is
sited above the external ring but the cord is easily
recognized by its glistening appearance.
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3

Mobilization of the spermatic cord

Once identified the cord may be mobilized to allow
later dissection of the cord structures. Isolation of the
cord is often easier if a haemostat is passed behind
the cord and then clipped to the edge of the operation
towels.

Isolation and separation of the sac

a4

In many infants the cremaster derived from the
internal oblique is a well defined layer of hyper-
trophied muscle fibres and can be separated along the
length of the cord by blunt dissection with fine
dissecting forceps. This procedure is easier if the cord
is held on the stretch between the thumb and first
finger.




4 INGUINAL HERNIA AND HYDROCELE IN CHILDREN

5

The hernial sac is then visible and may be either
thin-walled (as in a complete inguinal hernia) or
moderately thick-walled and with a fundus (as in an
incomplete inguinal hernia). The vessels and the vas
deferens are then gently dissected off the hernial sac
and a haemostat can be placed on the fundus of the
sac. Gentle traction on the fundus of the sac together
with blunt dissection with a gauze swab or pledget
frees the vessels and vas deferens to expose the
internal inguinal ring, demonstrating the properitoneal
fat at the neck of the sac which is now visible distal
to the external ring (due to the short straight course
of the inguinal canal in the infant).

Difficulty may be experienced at this stage with
the complete thin-walled sac. ¥ so the sac may be
opened and separated from the vessels and vas
deferens by blunt dissection, forming a ‘false fundus’
and leaving the distal end around the testis in situ.

Exploration of the hernial sac

The fundus of the sac is opened and the contents
inspected and reduced.



