
Cancer Risk Halts Sale of  
Surgical Tool
by jon kamp              
wednesday, april 30, 2014

DEADLY MEDICINE

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

Johnson & Johnson, the largest maker of devices used 
in a popular uterine surgery, said Tuesday it has suspend-
ed sales of the tools amid concerns about their potential to 
spread a rare but deadly cancer.

The health-care giant said it was halting world-wide 
sales, distribution and promotion of the tools called power 
morcellators but not permanently pulling them from the 
market.

The action follows a Food and Drug Administration advi-
sory on April 17 discouraging doctors from using the devic-
es to remove fibroids — common but often painful uterine 
growths — because of a risk of worsening an often-hidden 
cancer.

The FDA has said it plans an advisory committee meeting 
this summer to examine the tools’ use. J&J wrote in a letter 
to customers that it is waiting for the FDA and the medical 
community to further clarify the role of morcellation in fi-
broid treatment.

J&J, which began selling the devices in 1998 through 
its Ethicon division, said the instructions have always cau-
tioned doctors about the potential spread of malignant or 
suspicious tissue. But the company acknowledged it is dif-
ficult to diagnose some cancer ahead of surgery.

“We believe that suspending the commercialization of 
these products until their role is better understood and re-
defined by the medical community is the appropriate course 
of action at this time,” J&J told customers.

Morcellators typically use long, tube-shaped blades to 
cut and remove tissue through tiny incisions, helping pa-
tients avoid open abdominal surgery associated with longer 
scars and recovery. The FDA has estimated morcellators are 
used about 50,000 times yearly to perform fibroid-removal 
procedures. Overall, fibroids account for about 40% of the 
roughly 500,000 hysterectomies performed annually in the 
U.S., by some estimates.

Fibroids are most often benign. But the FDA cited a 1 in 
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350 risk that women undergoing surgery to remove these 
growths have an undetected cancer known as a uterine sar-
coma. The risk of spreading this cancer with morcellators 
— highlighted in a series of Wall Street Journal articles — 
erupted into a gynecological debate late last year after a 
Boston-area couple began raising an alarm.

Amy Reed, a 41-year-old mother of six and anesthesiolo-
gist at Boston’s Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, de-
veloped advanced uterine cancer shortly after a hysterecto-
my in October. The hospital that performed the procedure, 
nearby Brigham and Women’s Hospital, acknowledged that 
use of morcellation worsened her cancer.

The sales halt doesn’t prevent doctors from using devic-
es already in inventory, and J&J hasn’t recalled those de-
vices. But several hospitals, including Cleveland Clinic and 
Brigham and Women’s, have suspended morcellator proce-
dures.

Other smaller morcellator manufacturers include Karl 
Storz GmbH, Olympus Corp. and Richard Wolf GmbH. Storz 
and Wolf didn’t respond to a request for comment. An Olym-
pus spokesman declined to comment.
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