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To patients who have undergone breast cancer therapy and had
lymph node dissections or radiation to the lymph node area, Dr.
Maria LoTempio is a healer. She is also a boon to New Orleans,
as she is one of the first plastic surgeons in the United States to
travel to Paris to learn vascularized lymph node transfer (VLNT), a
cutting-edge procedure, under the guidance of Dr. Corrine Becker,
a pioneer in VLNT.
Although breast cancer surgery may be lifesaving, complications
can occur. For some women, the removal of lymph nodes from
under the arm is required, which can lead to chronic swelling of
the arm called lymphedema. “Someone could have an enlarged or
swollen extremity, pain, numbness or infection in the arm,” says Dr.
LoTempio.
Dr. LoTempio encourages all patients with lymphedema to learn
about the options available, especially VLNT. “This involves taking
lymph nodes from the groin area and transplanting them into the
axilla, where the patients’ lymph nodes were originally removed, so
the lymph nodes are replaced with their own lymph nodes,” says
Dr. LoTempio.
To do this, a lymph node “flap,” along with the associated artery
and vein, is harvested from the low-risk area. This procedure may
be done alone or may be performed in conjunction with a DIEP,
or deep inferior epigastric perforator, flap. Next, scar tissue is
removed from the neurovascular structures of the underarm site,
and the flap is transferred. Blood vessels from the flap and the
recipient site are then reattached to establish blood flow.
After the procedure, Dr. LoTempio emphasizes the importance
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of self-care and follow-up. “Patients need to see their lymphatic
massage therapist on a regular basis for the first six weeks and
start decreasing the amount of time until they do not need that
individual anymore,” says Dr. LoTempio. It is also advised to
wear compression garments or bandages. Of course, following
the basics of wellness doesn’t hurt. “You should be eating
right, exercising and having a positive mental attitude,” says Dr.
LoTempio.
There is no reason anyone should suffer from lymphedema after
breast cancer treatment. “There are choices out there that may
or may not benefit patients but at least they should be doing their
research,” says Dr. LoTempio. Being able to consult with a physician
for guidance in your health-care decision-making can be helpful.
Most patients see an improvement in soft-tissue swelling, a
decrease in limb circumference and pain and a decrease in the
number of soft-tissue infections. The arms also feel lighter, and
because their appearance is immensely improved, patients may
choose to once again wear shorter sleeves and jewelry. “Every
woman is different. This is not a health issue; it is a mental, spiritual
and physical issue that I address holistically in the sense of treating
the patient,” says Dr. LoTempio.
Retraction: New Orleans Living magazine apologizes to Dr. LoTempio
and to our readers for stating in the October issue that Dr. LoTempio
was Board Eligible for the American Board of Plastic Surgery. She was
misquoted and misrepresented, and we regret the error. We take full
responsibility, and we retract the statement.

