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Successful Resection of a Non-functional Paraganglioma with
Celiac Trunk Invasion Followed by Common Hepatic Artery
Reimplantation — A Case Report and Literature Review
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Abstract. Paragangliomas, as well as phaeochromocytomas,
are vascular neuroendocrine lesions that might be
encountered between neck and pelvis. In certain cases, a
preoperative diagnosis is difficult to be established, so
resection might be needed whenever a suspect mass is
discovered at the imaging studies. Moreover, there are cases
in which resection and reconstruction of an important
vascular structure might be imposed. In this case report a 59-
year-old patient was investigated for upper abdominal pain
with postprandial features and was diagnosed with a
retroperitoneal tumor of 4/6/7cm invading the celiac trunk.
The tumor was successfully resected and the common hepatic
artery was reinserted in the celiac stump.

Paragangliomas are well vascularized tumors with a
sympathetic or parasympathetic origin that might develop in
any location between the skull base and pelvis with an
estimated rare of malignancy of 17% (1, 2). They usually
arise from specialized neural crest cells, which are usually
encountered in the medullary part of the adrenal glands;
however, in up to 10% of cases an extra-adrenal location is
reported, the most common sites being the para-aortic and
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peri-nephric spaces (3-5). Extra-adrenal lesions usually arise
from the parasympathetic paraganglia and are usually located
in the aortic bifurcation (6).

In certain cases, invasion of the surrounding vascular
structures might be encountered; in such cases the therapeutic
strategy may consist of surgery versus radionuclide therapy and
chemotherapy, the decision being taken after a careful analysis
of the case and after discussing the decision with the patient (7).

Case Report

A 59-year-old male was investigated for postprandial upper
abdominal pain and was diagnosed with a retroperitoneal
tumor measuring 4/6/7 cm using magnetic resonance
imaging; the tumor was located posteriorly to the pancreatic
head and the spleno-mesenteric confluent. The preoperative
workup was completed by performing an upper and a lower
digestive endoscopy; however, no other pathological finding
was revealed. The patient was submitted to surgery, a
retroduodenopancreatic tumor invading the celiac trunk
being revealed, so the tumor was resected en bloc with the
celiac axis (Figure 1). The common hepatic artery was
reinserted in the celiac stump at the level of the abdominal
aorta (Figure 2). The postoperative course was uneventful,
and the patient was discharged in the fifth postoperative day.
The abdominal ultrasound performed at discharge confirmed
the functionality of the vascular reconstruction, the resistive
index of the hepatic artery being de 0.64; in the meantime,
there was no sign of free intraperitoneal fluid (Figure 3).
The histopathological studies revealed the presence of a
paraganglioma; none of the 23 resected lymph nodes (from
the origin of the common hepatic artery and from the origin
of the celiac trunk) presented any tumor infiltration.
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Discussion

Paragangliomas are rare tumors classified as functional or
non-functional lesions. When functional, these lesions will
induce catecholamine hypersecretion, the main related
symptoms being related to this hormonal excess; in such
cases the most common symptoms consist of headache,
visual disturbances or palpitations (8). In cases with non-
functional lesions, symptoms are rather related to the mass
syndrome or even to the invasion of the surrounding viscera
or blood vessels; the non-functional paragangliomas account
for up to 15% of cases (9). In isolated cases, patients with
non-functional intra-abdominal paragangliomas might have
paralytic ileus or chest pain (10-11). Due to the low
specificity of these symptoms, non-functional lesions are
usually difficult to be diagnosed pre-operatively (12).

For example, in our case, symptoms were most likely
related to the invasion of the celiac axis, inducing a
significant reduction of blood flow in the emergent arteries.
In such cases complex surgery involving vascular resections
might be needed in order to achieve a good local control of
the disease. However, it should not be omitted the fact that
a multidisciplinary approach is mandatory (1). Due to the
malignant potential of such tumors, surgery should be taken
in consideration even in cases located in the close proximity
of vital blood vessels (12).

When it comes to the intraoperative strategy, the
reconstruction manner depends on the extent and location of
the invasion area. In patients presenting extended vascular
invasion, prosthetic materials such as Gore-Tex or
polytetrafluoroethylene might be needed, while in cases
presenting a lower grade of invasion direct reimplantation
might be tempted (13, 14). However, once the surgical
techniques of abdominal visceral resections en bloc with
vascular resections and reconstructions improved, this type
of surgery has gained more popularity and has been
successfully implemented as part of the therapeutic strategy
of various tumor subtypes (15-17).

An interesting case series of five patients diagnosed with
paragangliomas or phaeochromocytomas invading the
greater vessels in which resection was successfully
performed comes from Srirangalingam and co., in 2017 (1).
Among these cases, aorta was involved in four cases (three
patients presenting thoracic arc of the aorta invasion while
the fourth case was diagnosed with an abdominal
paraganglioma invading the abdominal aorta) while inferior
cava vein was involved in one case (via the adrenal vein in
a patient diagnosed with a phaecochromocytoma). In all cases
the tumors were resected en bloc with the vascular segment
which had been invaded, the vascular continuity being
reestablished by aorta transection and cardiopulmonary
bypass (in three cases presenting intrathoracic lesions), aorta
resection and Dacron graft (in the case presenting abdominal
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aorta invasion due to an abdominal paraganglioma) and
respectively by inferior vena cava patch wall resection en
bloc with nephrectomy and adrenalectomy in one case;
however in this case remnant tumoral tissue was seen in the
adrenal bed. The postoperative course was uneventful in all
cases; when it comes to the long-term outcomes, all the four
cases in which a complete resection was achieved no
recurrent lesions were encountered after a follow-up period
ranging between one and eight years (1).

In cases in which surgery is not feasible (unresectable
lesions, poor biological condition of the patient) radiotherapy,
chemotherapy, embolization or even radionuclide therapy
might be attempted in order to reduce the tumor size and to
control the symptoms (18-20). However, a therapeutic strategy
should be performed whenever the diagnosis of paraganglioma
is suspected due to the fact that up to 42% of cases might
metastasize, the most common sites of metastatic disease
consisting of liver, lymph nodes, bones and lungs (12);
moreover, once metastatic disease occurs, the chances of long
term survival significantly decreases, only one third of such
patients being alive at the five-year follow-up (21).

An interesting case in which embolization followed by
resection as a second stage procedure was successfully
performed comes from Martinez et al. and published in 2012
(22). The authors reported the case of a 24-year-old man who
presented for acute left quadrant abdominal pain in whom an
internal hernia or volvulus was suspected during the
preoperative studies. In consequence, the patient was submitted
to emergency surgery; intraoperatively the diagnosis of internal
hernia was confirmed. However, once the laparotomy was
performed, an incidental subdiaphragmatic tumor with
diaphragmatic invasion was revealed; although at manipulation
there was no modification of the blood pressure, the tumor
seemed to have an important pulsatile activity so at the moment
no surgical action was performed. At six days postoperatively
the patient was submitted to an angiography which revealed the
presence of a branch of the right renal artery assuring the blood
supply of the tumor; therefore a percutaneous embolization was
performed, followed by successful resection of the tumor en
bloc with the invaded areas of the diaphragm and of the
pericardium two days later. The histopathological analysis of
the tumor demonstrated the presence of a paraganglioma, with
negative resection margins (22).

Conclusion

Paragangliomas are rare neuroendocrine tumors with a
sympathetic or parasympathetic origin that might develop
in the close proximity of the vital intra-abdominal vascular
structures. Unfortunately, especially in patients with non-
functional lesions a preoperative diagnosis is hard to
establish. However, in any case in which a paraganglioma
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Figure 1. The final aspect after resecting the tumor en bloc with the
celiac axis.

Figure 2. The final aspect after reimplantation of the common hepatic
artery in the abdominal aorta.

Figure 3. Doppler ultrasound demonstrating a proper blood flow at the level of the common hepatic artery.

is suspected, surgery should be taken into consideration in
order to entirely remove the lesion and to provide a good
local control of the disease. In certain cases, major vascular
resections might be needed; in such cases vascular
reconstruction by direct re-implantation or by using a

prosthetic material should be performed. Due to the recent
improvement of the surgical techniques, vascular resection
and re-implantation has gained popularity and the
procedure is more often performed in the last decades with
good outcomes.
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