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Recognition and early management of children at risk of injury to the cervical spinal cord is lacking

Trauma to the cervical spine accounts for 1.5% of admissions in children with trauma in the United States, 35% of which have an associated injury of the cervical spinal cord.1 Such an injury may occur along with bony or ligamentous damage. Ligamentous damage encompasses injury to the spinal cord without radiological evidence of abnormalities.2 Immobilisation of the cervical spine is mandatory in patients at risk to prevent the development of injury to the cervical spinal cord and its progression.2–4
Most children requiring hospital admission for trauma are considered at risk of injury of the cervical spinal cord. The commonest causes are road crashes, falls from greater than 4.6 metres, head injuries, and injuries elsewhere to the spine. 5 6 These patients require immobilisation of the spine, commonly achieved with a rigid collar and a supplemental device. Immobilisation should be discontinued only after exclusion of bony and ligamentous damage, which needs an adequate clinical examination.7 Important features of the examination are neck pain, midline tenderness on palpation of the neck, and any signs or symptoms of neurological injury.8 This is possible only in a conscious patient (Glasgow coma score >13) who does not have painful distracting injuries. The negative predictive value of clinical examination is almost 100%.8 Radiological evaluation plays a part, initially in identifying unstable fractures requiring urgent surgery.
As the lead centre for paediatric intensive care in the south east of England, Guy's Hospital provides a retrieval service for three paediatric intensive care units, collecting patients from over 30 district general hospitals. We were thus able to audit immobilisation of the cervical spine in children who were at risk of injury to the cervical … 
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