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1. Introduction 

In the recent past, the incidence of esophageal adenocarcinomas has risen dramatically, 
whereas the incidence of squamous cell carcinomas has remained relatively steady in the 
United States (Holmes & Vaughan, 2007). Esophageal adenocarcinoma arises from Barrett’s 
esophagus with an estimated incidence rate of 0.4-0.7 per 100-patients/year. (Sharma et al., 
2004; Thomas et al., 2007). Barrett’s esophagus without dysplasia and those with low-grade 
dysplasia generally have low rates of disease progression, but some studies showed that 
over 8 years, 27% of patients with low-grade dysplasia developed high-grade dysplasia or 
early esophageal adenocarcinoma. In addition, high-grade dysplasia has a definite risk of 
disease progression with rates exceeding 10% per year (Miros et al., 1991; Reid et al., 2000). 
The cornerstone of curative treatment for esophageal cancer has been surgery; however, its 
role has been challenged in very early stage due to morbidity of the procedure. Many 
studies have reported outcomes for patients undergoing surgical resection for esophageal 
cancer. However, the outcome of such studies does not inform clinical decision making for 
the majority of patients who present to surgeons with esophageal cancer. Esophagectomy 
for high-grade dysplasia or early esophageal carcinoma has mortality rates ranging from 2.5 
to 20.3% and 30-50% of patients may develop serious postoperative complications (Spechler, 
2005). For a variety of reasons, the majority of patients with esophageal cancer are actually 
not suitable for esophagectomy. More than 50% have locally advanced, unresectable or 
metastatic tumors at diagnosis. Other reasons which preclude esophagectomy include old 
age, comorbidity, or refusal by the patient. Emerging data suggest that endoscopic therapies 
are viable therapeutic options with significantly lower morbidities. Currently, in many 
institutions, for a subset of patients with clinically localized early stage esophageal cancer 
(T0 or T1 lesions), local endoscopic therapy (excisional biopsy, endoscopic resection, 
photodynamic, local destruction, thermal laser, polypectomy, electrocautery, cryoablation, 
or radiofrequency ablation) seems to be an acceptable alternative and produces similar 
results to surgery. 

For more advanced stages of esophageal cancers, the mainstay of nonsurgical treatment is 

chemotherapy (CT) or radiotherapy (RT), either alone or in combination chemoradiotherapy 

(CRT). A number of factors have been shown to predict survival in advanced esophageal 

cancer. These include stage, performance status, weight loss, and presence or absence of 

metastasis. The stage of the cancer, and in particular the presence of metastatic disease, is 
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the single strongest predictor. The influence of other factors, such as histological type, has 

been less well established. However, there is data suggesting that standard CRT might be 

equivalent to surgery alone in terms of survival for patients with squamous cell carcinoma 

of the esophagus. 

In this chapter, we sought to determine the outcome of patients who underwent treatment 

of esophageal cancer with the various local endoscopic therapies, conventional CT or RT or 

concurrent CRT, but not surgical resection, as published in the literature. In addition, we 

reviewed the specific outcomes of patients with and without metastatic disease, and with 

different histological subtypes.   

2. Endoscopic mucosal resection 

Endoscopic mucosal resection (EMR) serves both diagnostic and therapeutic roles in the 

management of Barrett’s esophagus and early esophageal cancer. It involves local snare 

excision of the target lesion. EMR resects a lesion in entirety for histopathological 

assessment, and if the resection margins are clear, it is curative. It has also been used to 

completely resect the entire at-risk Barrett’s epithelium in order to reduce the risk of 

recurrence. 

Ell et al. (Ell et al., 2007) evaluated the efficacy and safety of localized endoscopic mucosal 

resection in a total of 100 patients with low-risk early esophageal adenocarcinomas (lesion 

diameter up to 20 mm; mucosal lesion without invasion into lymph vessels and veins; and 

histopatholological grade G1 and G2). Complete local remission was achieved in 99 of the 

100 patients after 1.9 months and a maximum of three resections. During a median follow-

up period of 36.7 months, recurrent or metachronous carcinomas were found in 11% of the 

patients, but successful repeat treatment with endoscopic resection was possible in all cases. 

There were no major complications.  

To address the problem of disease recurrence, the concept of complete circumferential EMR 

to remove all underlying Barrett’s mucosa upon detection of high-grade dysplasia or early 

esophageal carcinoma was introduced. In an early study (Seewald et al., 2003), 12 patients 

with high-grade dysplasia or early esophageal carcinoma underwent circumferential EMR 

using simple snare resection. During a median follow-up of 9 months, no recurrence of 

Barrett’s esophagus or malignancy was observed. Giovannini et al. (Giovannini et al., 2004) 

subsequently reported their experience in circumferential EMR in 21 patients with Barrett’s 

esophagus who had either high-grade dysplasia or early esophageal carcinoma. Complete 

circumferential EMR was achieved in two sessions. Resection was complete in 86% of the 

patients and Barrett’s esophagus was completely replaced by squamous cell epithelium in 

75%. Later studies reported similar results with rare complication rates including stricture 

formation, bleeding and perforations. (Peters et al., 2006; Larghi et al., 2007; Lopes et al., 

2007). 

In summary, although EMR is feasible, safe and effective for the treatment Barrett’s 

esophagus with high-grade dysplasia and early esophageal carcinoma, more long-term data 

for a larger number of treated patients are still required in order to establish EMR as a 

standard alternative treatment to surgery.  
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3. Photodynamic therapy 

Photodynamic therapy (PDT) is one of the most widely studied ablative therapies used in 
the treatment of Barrett’s esophagus. PDT is one of the most acceptable ablative therapies 
for high-grade dysplasia and early invasive adenocarcinoma with some of the longest 
follow-up data (Prasad et al., 2007). 

3.1 Technique 

PDT is a photochemical process that requires multiple steps to achieve tissue destruction. First, 
a photosensitizer drug is required. The only photosensitizer approved in the United States by 
the Food and Drug Administration for use in Barrett’s high-grade dysplasia is porfimer 
sodium (Ps) (photofrin). Usually, porfimer sodium is administered intravenously over 3 to 5 
minutes at a dose of 2 mg/kg body weight.  After systemic injection, the photosensitizer is 
absorbed by most tissues and retained at higher concentrations in neoplastic tissues (Nishioka, 
1998). The second step in the process is the application of light of proper power and 
wavelength to the target tissue. A variety of tunable dye lasers have been approved to activate 
photosensitizers. These laser units can generate the desired light and about 2 to 2.5 W of 
energy output. Visible red light at approximately 630 nm is typically used to activate the 
photosensitizer. The activated drug interacts with molecular oxygen leading to the generation 
of singlet oxygen. Subsequent radical reactions can form superoxide and hydroxyl radicals 
leading to cell membrane damage and apoptosis. It is important to note that laser treatment 
induces a photochemical, and not a thermal effect. For endoscopic applications, illumination 
with laser light occurs 40 to 50 hours after injection with porfimer sodium (Overholt et al., 
2005). The light is transmitted by optical fiber advanced through the accessory channel of an 
endoscope. The fibers come in different lengths to better match the length of the lesion being 
targeted. For treatment of BE with high-grade dysplasia, the light dose recommended is 130 to 
200 j/cm fiber. A second endoscopy is advised 96 to 120 hours after porfimer sodium injection 
to assess mucosal damage and degree of necrosis. If needed, a second light application can be 
administered to skipped or poorly treated areas (Overholt et al., 2005). The depth of injury of 
porfimer sodium at wavelength of 630 nm is approximately 5 to 6 mm, depending on tissue 
blood flow and oxygen levels (Gross & Wolfsen, 2010). 

There are other drugs, used mostly in Europe, for PDT applications, including 5-
aminolevulinic acid (5-ALA) and m-tetrahydroxyphenyl chlorine (mTHPC). ALA is present 
in all cells and is the first intermediate of the biochemical pathway resulting in heme 
synthesis. ALA differs from other drugs in that it is not a preformed photosensitizer but 
rather a precursor of the endogenously formed photosensitizer protoporphyin IX (Dunn & 
Lovat, 2008). Advantages of ALA over Ps are the ability to administer it orally; the shorter 
duration of skin photosensitivity (24-48 hours); and the selective destruction of the mucosa 
that does not induce development of strictures (Pech et al., 2005). In 2007, 5-ALA was 
granted drug approval by the Food and Drug Administration for the treatment of patients 
with Barrett’s high-grade dysplasia. 

3.2 Clinical applications 

Porfimer sodium first received approval in the United States in 1995 for palliation of 

patients with advanced esophageal carcinoma. This led to a number of studies using Ps-PDT 
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for treatment of dysplastic Barrett’s mucosa. Overholt and colleagues reported 100 patients 

treated with PDT including 73 patients with high-grade dysplasia, 14 patients with low-

grade dysplasia, and 13 patients with T1 or T2 adenocarcinoma (Overholt et al., 1999). 

Patients were followed for a mean of 19 months while on omeprazole. Small residual areas 

of Barrett’s mucosa were treated with Nd: YAG laser. Seventy-three patients received one 

PDT treatment, twenty-two received two treatments, and five patients received three 

treatments. The results showed that 92% with low-grade dysplasia, 88% with high-grade 

dysplasia, and 77% of cancers were eradicated by PDT and focal thermal ablation. In 43% of 

patients, there was complete elimination of all Barrett’s mucosa. The most common 

complication reported was the development of strictures in 34% of patients. 

In another study (Wolfsen et al., 2002), 48 patients (14 patients with T1 cancers and 34 
patients with high-grade dysplasia) were treated with only one course of PDT, and any 
residual Barrett’s tissue was subsequently treated with argon plasma coagulation (APC). 
Complete and successful ablation of all high-grade dysplasia and cancer was achieved in 47 
of 48 patients. One patient with persistent cancer underwent curative esophagectomy. Most 
frequent complications included stricture formation in 11 patients (23%); photosensitivity in 
7 patients (15%); and esophageal perforation in 1 patient (2%). 

Other studies confirmed the benefits of PDT therapy (Overholt et al., 2003; Wolfsen et al., 
2004) which led to the first randomized controlled trial in patients with high-grade 
dysplasia (Overholt et al., 2005). The study included 30 sites and used a centralized 
pathology laboratory. A total of 208 patients were entered into the study and randomized in 
a 2:1 ratio to omeprazole plus PDT (138 patients) versus omeprazole alone (70 patients). 
Patients could receive up to three courses of PDT. Follow-up consisted of endoscopy and 
four-quadrant biopsies every 2 cm performed every 3 months until four consecutive 
quarterly biopsies were negative for high-grade dysplasia, then every 6 months thereafter. 
The mean follow-up was 24 months. Complete ablation of HGD was achieved in 77% of 
patients in the omeprazole plus PDT group compared to with 39% in the omeprazole alone 
group (p< 0.0001). Complete eradication of all Barrett’s esophagus and dysplasia was seen 
in 52% of patients in the PDT group compared with 7% in the omeprazole group (p< 
0.0001). There was also a significant difference in progression to cancer, with 13% of patients 
in the PDT group developing cancer compared with 28% in the omeprazole group. The most 
common PDT-related events were photosensitivity reactions (69%), esophageal strictures 
(36%), vomiting (32%), non-cardiac chest pain (20%), pyrexia (20%), and dysphagia (19%). 
The results of this study led the Food and Drug Administration to approve the use of PDT 
with porfimer sodium for the treatment of Barrett’s with high-grade dysplasia. A 5-year 
follow-up of the original study demonstrated the persistent superiority of PDT in 
eliminating high-grade dysplasia long-term (77% in the treatment group vs. 39% in the 
omeprazole group). However, only 61 patients of the 102 patients eligible were enrolled in 
the long-term follow-up phase. Progression to cancer remained significantly lower in the 
PDT group (15%) compared with 29% in the omeprazole group (p= .027). There was also a 
significantly longer time to progression to cancer favoring PDT (p= .004). 

Based on these encouraging results, multiple studies evaluated PDT for the treatment of 
patients with early esophageal cancer who are not candidates for surgical resection. 
Moghissi and colleagues reported their long-term experience in treating patients with early 
stage esophageal cancer with PDT (Moghissi et al., 2009). Among 144 patients treated with 
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PDT, 40 had T1 tumors (35 adenocarcinomas and 5 squamous cell carcinomas). At median 
follow-up of 76.1 months (range 36-150 months), 3 and 5 years or more survival were 72.5% 
and 53.8% respectively. In another study, 24 patients with early esophageal cancer were 
treated with PDT (Maunoury et al., 2005). Seventy-five percent of the patients were treated 
successfully. At a median follow-up of 21 months, 54% of patients were still alive without 
recurrence.  The authors concluded that PDT should be considered as the treatment of 
choice in patients with early esophageal cancer who are ineligible for surgical resection.    

PDT has also been combined with endoscopic mucosal resection (EMR) for treatment of 

dysplasia and intramucosal cancers in Barrett’s esophagus. In one study (Buttar et al., 2001), 

17 patients with either T0 or T1 esophageal adenocarcinoma were treated by EMR followed 

by PDT therapy. At a median follow-up of 13 months, 16 patients (94%) remained in clinical 

and histologic remission. Three patients with positive mucosal resection margins remained 

cancer-free after PDT. In a retrospective study (Prasad et al., 2009) from Mayo Clinic, 

patients with T1 esophageal adenocarcinoma in Barrett’s esophagus were treated either 

endoscopically (either EMR or EMR followed by PDT therapy) or with esophagectomy. 

There were 132 patients in the endoscopy-treated group (75 with EMR alone and 57 with 

EMR plus PDT) and 46 in the surgically treated group. Patients treated by endoscopy were 

older and had more medical comorbidities than those treated surgically. Remission was 

successful in 91% of patients treated with EMR plus PDT and in 96% of patients treated with 

EMR alone. Five-year overall survival was comparable in the endoscopy treated group 

(83%) and the surgical group (95%). In the endoscopy group, 16 patients had recurrent 

carcinomas detected during follow-up, and all except one were managed by EMR. The 

presence of residual dysplastic Barrett’s esophagus was a significant factor predicting 

recurrent carcinoma on univariate analysis.  

3.3 Response predictors  

There have been a few long-term studies evaluating predictors of response to PDT and risk 

factors for recurrence of dysplasia. In one retrospective study of 116 patients with Barrett’s 

high-grade dysplasia, and intramucosal adenocarcinoma treated with PDT, pretreatment 

length of BE was inversely correlated with successful ablation of all Barrett’s epithelium. 

The presence of intramucosal adenocarcinoma or T1 cancer was not associated with higher 

likelihood of treatment failure (Yachimski et al., 2009). In another study (Badreddine et al., 

2010) evaluating 261 patients treated with PDT with and without EMR, significant 

predictors of recurrence of dysplasia or neoplasia on multivariate analysis were older age, 

presence of residual nondysplastic Barrett’s esophagus, and history of smoking. Biomarkers 

have been examined as potential predictors of response to PDT. Using fluroscence in situ 

hybridization, one group found that p16 allelic loss predicted decreased response to PDT 

(Prasad et al., 2008). 

3.4 Complications 

The most common side effects reported within hours of PDT include chest pain, nausea, 

dysphagia and odynophagia. These are commonly treated with analgesics, both topical and 

systemic. These symptoms usually resolve within 1 to 2 weeks after therapy. Photosensitivity 

has been reported in as many as 69% of patients treated with PDT. Photosensitivity may last 
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anywhere from 4 to 8 weeks. Patients are also sensitive to strong indoor lighting. Symptoms 

may range from mild erythema to blistering and even bullae formation. However, by far, the 

most significant long term toxicity of PDT is stricture formation, reported in up to one third of 

patients (Overholt et al., 1999, 2005). The underlying mechanism of stricture formation after 

PDT might be due to deep tissue injury which leads to an aggressive fibrotic response that 

produces structuring. Risk factors for development of strictures include history of previous 

esophageal stricture, performance of EMR before PDT, and more than one PDT application in 

one treatment session (Prasad et al., 2007). Another study identified the following independent 

predictors of stricture development: longer segment Barrett’s, multiple PDT treatments, and 

evidence of intramucosal carcinoma before PDT (Yachimski et al., 2008). Other less common 

complications include fever, vomiting, cardiac arrhythmias and development of pleural 

effusions.     

3.5 PDT with 5-ALA 

In the only double-blind, randomized placebo-controlled study reported of ALA-PDT, 36 
patients with Barrett’s esophagus and low-grade dysplasia were randomized to receive oral 
ALA or placebo (Ackroyd et al., 2000). All patients were treated with green light and 
maintained on omeprazole. Responses were seen in 89% of patients in the ALA-PDT group, 
with a median decrease in area in the treated region of 30% (range, 0-60%). In the placebo 
group, a median area decrease of 0% was seen (range, 0-10%). Furthermore, there was 
complete eradication of low-grade dysplasia in all 18 patients in the ALA-PDT group, 
compared with only 6 of 18 (33%) in the placebo group (p< .001). 

The first long-term study of ALA-PDT in Barrett’s esophagus with high-grade dysplasia and 

T1 adenocarcinoma was reported by Pech and colleagues (Pech et al., 2005). A total of 66 

patients (35 with high-grade dysplasia and 31 with intramucosal cancer were treated with 

ALA-PDT. Median follow-up was 37 months. Complete remission was achieved in 34 (7%) 

of 35 patients with high-grade dysplasia. Six patients developed a recurrence or a 

metachronous lesion, but five of these underwent successful repeat treatment. In the 

intramucosal carcinoma group, complete remission was achieved in all patients but nine 

patients had recurrence of metachronous carcinoma (29%). Seven patients were successfully 

treated with ALA-PDT, one went for surgery and one was not a surgical candidate and 

received palliative treatment 2 years later. The 5-year survival was 97% in the high-grade 

dysplasia group and 80% in the carcinoma group (Pech et al., 2005).  

However, other studies of ALA-PDT have shown somewhat disappointing results (Peters et 
al., 2005) and high-recurrence rate in patients with early cancer (Pech et al., 2005). This 
variability in results could be caused by multiple factors including 5-ALA dose; light dose; 
and type of light used (green vs. red). 

In general, 5-ALA has an acceptable safety profile. The most common side effects reported 
include nausea, vomiting, hoptension and transient photosensitivity and rise in liver enzymes. 

3.6 Summary 

PDT has been a critically important tool for the advancement of endoscopic therapy for 

esophageal dysplasia and superficial carcinoma. PDT is an effective method to eradicate 
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high-grade dysplasia and to significantly reduce the risk of progression to cancer in Barrett’s 

esophagus. There are advantages of PDT over other treatment modalities including ease of 

use, the need for fewer endoscopic sessions; and when compared with surgery, reduced 

morbidity, mortality and even cost. However, in the era of newer endoscopic ablative 

methods, PDT faces a number of challenges, such as the well-described complications of 

prolonged photosensitivity, high rate of stricture formation, and the severe pain and 

discomfort caused by the photochemical reaction. Therefore, to remain a viable clinical 

option, PDT candidates should be carefully selected to obtain more uniform results, 

minimize side effects, and maximize treatment outcomes while reducing complications.      

4. Argon plasma coagulation 

Argon plasma coagulation (APC) is a noncontact thermal technique using ionized argon gas 

to deliver a monopolar high-frequency current, which effectively coagulates tissue. APC is 

applied to tissue until a white coagulum appears, and then the catheter and endoscope are 

manipulated in a vertical or circumferential linear pattern to coagulate additional tissue. The 

depth of tissue destruction is thought to be limited due to increased resistance and 

diminished current flow through coagulated tissue, although perforation has occurred with 

this technique. 

Multiple prospective studies have examined the efficacy and safety of APC for Barrett’s 

ablation. The majority of these studies enrolled patients with Barrett’s esophagus without 

dysplasia, while a few included patients with both low-grade dysplasia and high-grade 

dysplasia (Attwood et al., 2003; Pereira-Lima, et al., 2000; Ragunath et al., 2005). APC was 

effective in completely eradicating intestinal metaplasia in 58%- 100% of cases, depending 

on the series. Recurrence was seen in most studies and was reported in 3%-66% of patients 

followed.  In one trial (Attwood et al., 2003), APC was used in patients with Barrett’s 

esophagus and high-grade dysplasia with a response in 25 of 29 patients (86%). 

Serious complications and less severe side effects have been reported. Perforation, often 

requiring thoracotomy, was reported in 0%-3.6% of cases. Other serious adverse events 

include stricture formation (0%-15.4%) and major bleeding (0%-3.9%). Chest pain was 

reported frequently (1.8%-54.5%), and one study reported dysphagia and odynophagia in 

over half the patients (Pereira-Lima et al., 2000). 

Another method of ablation is Multipolar electrocoagulation (MPEC) which requires contact 
with the mucosa across the electrode contacts at the tip of the catheter. MPEC was evaluated 
in a prospective multicenter trial of patients with non-dysplastic Barrett’s esophagus 
(Sampliner et al., 2001). Among the 72 patients enrolled, 78% of patients achieved a 
complete response rate for elimination of Barrett’s esophagus. A randomized controlled trial 
compared APC with MPEC in 52 patients (Dulai et al., 2005). Residual Barrett’s esophagus 
was found in both groups and response rates were similar (MPEC 81% vs. APC 65%, 
P=0.21).  

In summary, most experts do not recommend routine ablation of nondysplastic Barrett’s 

esophagus by APC or other modality at this time. The relatively high incidence of 

complications, low rate of progression to cancer, and lack of long-term data on the 

effectiveness of eradication in preventing cancer progression confine ablation of 
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nondysplastic Barrett’s esophagus to the research setting in most cases. Ablation of high-

grade dysplasia or intramucosal carcinoma in Barrett’s esophagus has been studied, but the 

limited data available in this patient group make it difficult to recommend APC for routine 

care.    

5. Cryotherapy 

Cryotherapy is the application of extremely cold temperatures to tissues for medical 

treatment. Several agents were tried until liquid nitrogen was introduced in 1950 by 

Allington using a cotton swab applicator for the treatment of skin lesions (Allington, 1950). 

Cryotherapy destroys biological tissue through a variety of methods. These can be divided 

into immediate and delayed effects. Rapid freezing causes failure of cellular metabolism due 

to stress on lipids and proteins. Continued freezing produces extracellular ice, creating a 

hyperosmotic extracellular environment  and drawing fluid from cells. This leads to further 

damage of cell membrane resulting in cell death.  

Cryospray ablation (CSA) uses low-pressure liquid nitrogen spray delivered through a 7-Fr 

catheter passed through the working channel of a standard upper endoscope. The first 

report of the CSA device as used in humans related 11 patients with Barrett’s esophagus 

(Johnston et al., 2005). Low-grade dysplasia was present in 5 patients and high-grade 

dysplasia in 1 patient. In this pilot study, 9 of the 11 patients had complete histologic 

reversal of Barrett’s esophagus, with no dysplasia found at 6-months follow-up. No 

significant complications occurred and the treatment was well tolerated. In a subsequent 

pilot study (Dumot et al., 2007) of CSA and endoscopic mucosal resection, 30 high-risk 

patients were treated with serial cryotherapy sessions every 6 weeks until there was 

resolution of high-grade dysplasia and intramucosal carcinoma. The overall complete 

response (CR) of eliminating cancer or downgrading high-grade dysplasia was 73% for 

high-grade dysplasia and 80% for intramucosal carcinoma. 

A retrospective study reported the efficacy of endoscopic spray cryotherapy for esophageal 

cancer (Greenwald et al., 2010). In this study, there were 79 patients with esophageal 

carcinoma (60 with T1, 16 with T2, and 3 with T3-T4). Previous treatment including 

endoscopic resection, photodynamic therapy, esophagectomy, chemotherapy, and radiation 

therapy failed in 53 subjects (67%). Mean length of follow-up after treatment was 10.6 

months overall. Complete response was seen in 31 of 49 (61.2%) patients who finished 

treatment.  

A prospective study evaluated the safety and tolerability of cryotherapy in 77 patients at 

four academic medical centers in the United States (Greenwald et al., 2008). This group 

included patients with Barrett’s esophagus with high-grade dysplasia, low-grade dysplasia, 

intramucosal carcinoma and invasive carcinoma. The most common side effects in 323 

procedures included chest pain (17.6%), dysphagia (13.3%), odynophagia (12.1%), and sore 

throat (9.6%). Gastric perforation occurred in one patient with Marfan’s syndrome. Three 

patients developed esophageal strictures. 

In conclusion, there is a need for improvement to the current CSA technology. Currently, 

treatment can be limited by patient tolerance and variables outside of the physician’s 
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control. These technological advancements will provide longer spray times applied to 

thicker lesions, and provide therapeutic effect into deeper tissue levels. 

The immune reaction induced by CSA may be the most exciting feature of this therapy. 
Other heat-based ablation methods such as APC and PDT tend to cause an eschar with 
denaturated proteins compared to apoptosis induced by CSA, which may lead to immune 
system stimulation as demonstrated by the inflammatory infiltrate visible on full-thickness 
histologic specimens. 

6. Laser and thermal therapy 

Lasers have been studied in Barrett’s esophagus and esophageal cancer, including 

potassium-titanyl-phosphate (KTP), neodymium: yttrium-aluminum-garnet (Nd:YAG), and 

argon lasers. 

KTP laser treatment resulted in complete response in 10 patients with Barrett’s esophagus 

with low-grade dysplasia (4 patients), high-grade dysplasia (4 patients), and intramucosal 

carcinoma (2 patients) (Gossner et al., 1999). The KTP laser emits a light with 532 nm 

wavelength that is preferentially absorbed by hemoglobin, making it useful for vascular 

lesions. 

Nd: YAG, emitting light at 1064 nm, provides a deeper penetration as it vaporizes tissue. 
Nd: YAG laser was used in conjunction with MPEC in six patients with intramucosal 
carcinoma who were deemed to be high-risk candidates for surgery (Sharma et al., 1999). All 
patients had a complete initial response and one developed a recurrence at 36 months. In a 
large prospective randomized trial of 236 patients with advanced esophageal cancer, PDT 
and Nd: YAG were overall similarly effective in palliation of dysphagia, although PDT has 
an advantage in upper and mid-thoracic tumors and for long tumors (Lightdale et al., 1995). 
PDT was associated with fewer side effects (3% vs. 19%) excluding photosensitivity and 
perforations (1% vs. 7%). 

Thermal coagulation with a heat probe was used to treat 13 patients with nondysplastic 
Barrett’s esophagus 2-6 cm long (Michopoulos et al., 1999). Three of the 13 had 
subsquamous intestinal metaplasia and two had a relapse on follow-up thought to be due to 
noncompliance with acid suppression medications. One patient developed low-grade 
dysplasia during surveillance.      

7. Radiofrequency ablation 

Stepwise circumferential and focal radiofrequency ablation (RFA) using the HALO system is a 
relatively new endoscopic treatment modality for Barrett’s esophagus. Recent studies suggest 
that this ablation technique is highly effective in removing Barrett’s mucosa and associated 
dysplasia without the aforementioned drawbacks of other ablation techniques (Sharma et al., 
2006, 2007, 2008; Fleischer et al., 2008; Shaheen et al., 2008; Gondrie et al., 2008). 

7.1 Technique and procedure 

The HALO system comprises two distinct ablation systems: the HALO360 system for 

primary circumferential RFA and the HALO90 system for secondary focal RFA or primarily 
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as treatment for short-segment Barrett’s esophagus. Prior to circumferential RFA, a sizing 

catheter with a 4-cm long noncompliant balloon at its distal end is used to measure the inner 

esophageal diameter. Upon activation via a foot switch, the sizing balloon is inflated by the 

HALO360 energy generator, and the mean esophageal inner diameter is automatically 

calculated for the entire length of the 4-cm long ablation. Focal RFA of Barrett’s esophagus 

may be conducted with the HALO90 system, which consists of an endoscope-mounted 

ablation catheter and an energy generator similar to the HALO360 generator, but without the 

pressure: volume system.  

Stepwise circumferential and focal ablation of a Barrett’s esophagus generally starts with 
a circumferential ablation procedure using the HALO360 system, which comprises the 
following steps: recording esophageal landmarks, sizing inner esophageal diameter, 
selecting the appropriate HALO360 ablation catheter, first circumferential ablation pass, 
cleaning procedure between ablation cycles, and second ablation pass. A minimum of 8 
weeks after the first circumferential ablation treatment, patients are rescheduled to 
undergo a second ablation. Patients with residual circumferential Barrett’s esophagus 
greater than 2 cm in size and/or multiple isles or tongues are treated with a second 
circumferential ablation. Patients with an irregular Z-line, small tongues, circumferential 
extent below 2 cm, or diffuse isles are treated with focal ablation using the HALO90 
system.  

Post-treatment care includes proper acid suppressant therapy to minimize patient 

discomfort and to allow the esophagus to heal optimally and regenerate with squamous 

epithelium. Patients should be prescribed high-dose proton-pump inhibitors as maintenance 

medication. Additional H2-receptor antagonists and sucralfate can be prescribed. After RFA, 

patients are advised to adhere to a liquid diet for 24 hours, then they may gradually expand 

to a soft and then normal diet. Patients may experience symptoms of chest discomfort, sore 

throat, difficulty or pain with swallowing, and/or nausea. Proposed analgesic measures are 

viscous lidocaine, liquid acetaminophen with or without codeine, and antiemetic 

medication. 

Two to three months after the last treatment, the absence of residual Barrett’s epithelium is 
verified by endoscopic inspection. A strict biopsy protocol should be applied with four-
quadrant biopsies immediately distal (< 5 mm) to the neosquamocolumnar junction and 
every 1-2 cm of the neosquamous epithelium. Since no long-term follow-up data after RFA 
are available thus far, it is recommended to schedule patients for follow-up endoscopy 2 and 
6 months after the last treatment and then annually. 

7.2 Role of RFA in Barrett’s esophagus 

Patients with visible abnormalities in a Barrett’s esophagus containing intramucosal 
carcinoma or high-grade dysplasia may be treated with RFA, but only after endoscopic 
resection of the intramucosal carcinoma or visible lesion. First, endoscopic resection permits 
optimal histopathological staging of a lesion, enabling patients with intramucosal carcinoma 
and a low risk of lymph node involvement to be selected for endoscopic treatment (Gondrie 
et al., 2008; Peters et al., 2008). Second, RFA should be performed on a flat mucosa to ensure 
that the uniform ablation depth, as uniquely effected by the HALO system, truly reaches as 
deep as the muscularis mucosae. 
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Patients with Barrett’s esophagus with high-grade dysplasia seem to be ideal candidates for 

RFA, since eradication of their dysplastic Barrett’s esophagus may prevent development of 

intramucosal carcinoma. Proper selection of these patients is, however, of the utmost 

importance. Patients should have no visible lesions: these require endoscopic resection for 

optimal staging and treatment.    

Studies in the United States on the use of RFA for low-grade dysplasia have shown an 

excellent efficacy and safety profile (Sharma et al., 2006, 2008; Shaheen et al., 2008), which 

has led several centers to accept low-grade dysplasia as an indication for RFA treatment. In 

Europe, low-grade dysplasia is currently treated by RFA only in clinical trials. These 

differences are mainly driven by cultural approaches; studies comparing the rate of cancer 

development in patients treated with RFA and patients undergoing surveillance, as well as 

future studies on molecular and oncogenic markers that may predict malignant progression, 

may shed more light on which approach is to be preferred in these patients. 

Although RFA seems a very promising ablation modality for Barrett’s esophagus, there are 

still some unclear issues that need to be studied further, especially relating to its long-term 

efficacy. Since the risk of progression to cancer in patients with nondysplastic Barrett’s 

esophagus is small, RFA is still controversial in such patients. Hopes are set on the future 

development of biological markers for risk stratification to decide which patients with 

nondysplastic Barrett’s esophagus are at risk of malignant progression and would benefit 

from RFA.      

7.3 Clinical trials 

A number of prospective clinical studies were initiated to evaluate the safety and efficacy of 

RFA in the whole spectrum of Barrett’s esophagus patients: nondysplastic Barrett’s 

esophagus (Sharma et al., 2007; Fleischer et al., 2008), low-grade dysplasia (Sharma et al., 

2006, 2008; Shaheen et al., 2008), and intramucosal carcinoma (Gondrie et al., 2008; 

Westerterp et al., 2005). 

In the AIM trial reported by Sharma et al., 102 patients with nondysplastic Barrett’s 

esophagus were included and treated with RFA. In the second phase of the trial, complete 

eradication of intestinal metaplasia at 12 months was achieved in 48 of 70 subjects (70%) 

using only the HALO360 system for circumferential ablation (Sharma et al., 2007). Additional 

ablation of residual’s Barrett’s esophagus by the HALO90 system resulted in complete 

clearance of intestinal metaplasia in 97% of patients at 30 months follow-up (Fleischer et al., 

2008). None of the patients from the AIM trial presented with esophageal stenosis , and no 

buried Barrett’s glands were found in any of the more than 4000 nonsquamous biopsies 

obtained during follow-up (Sharma et al., 2007; Fleischer et al., 2008). 

In a prospective cohort of 63 patients with low-grade dysplasia (n=39) and high-grade 

dysplasia (n=24) at the Mayo Clinic with a median follow-up of 24 months, Sharma et al. 

reported an overall complete response for intestinal metaplasia of 79% and a complete 

response for dysplasia of 89%. For the low-grade dysplasia cohort, complete response was 

87% for intestinal metaplasia and 95% for dysplasia. For the high-grade dysplasia cohort, 

complete response was 67% for intestinal metaplasia and 79% for dysplasia (Sharma et al., 

2006). 
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For ablation of Barrett’s esophagus in patients with low-grade dysplasia and high-grade 

dysplasia, the strongest evidence that RFA reduces the risk of malignant progression 

comes from the randomized controlled trial by Shaheen et al. (Shaheen et al., 2009) that 

was conducted in 19 centers in the United States. A total of 127 patients with dysplastic 

Barrett’s esophagus were randomized to RFA or sham (2:1).  In the intention-to-treat 

analyses, among patients with low-grade dysplasia, complete eradication of dysplasia 

occurred in 90.5% of those in the ablation group, as compared with 22.7% of those in the 

control group (P<0.001). Among patients with high-grade dysplasia, complete eradication 

occurred in 81.0% of those in the ablation group, as compared with 19.0% of those in the 

control group (P<0.001). Overall, 77.4% of patients in the ablation group had complete 

eradication of intestinal metaplasia as compared with 2.3% of those in the control group 

(P<0.001). Patients in the ablation group had less disease progression (3.6% vs. 16.3%, 

P=0.03) and fewer cancers (1.2% vs. 9.3%, P=0.045). Patients reported having more chest 

pain after the ablation procedure than after the sham procedure. In the ablation group, 

one patient had upper gastrointestinal hemorrhage, and five patients (6.0%) had 

esophageal stricture.  

Gondrie et al. reported on a total of 23 patients with high-grade dysplasia and/or 
intramucosal carcinoma, of whom 13 underwent endoscopic resection of visible lesions 
prior to RFA (Gondrie et al., 2008). After a median of 1.5 circumferential and 2.6 focal 
ablation sessions, complete eradication of all dysplasia and intestinal metaplasia was 
achieved in all patients (100%). There were no adverse events. An important observation 
from the studies by Gondrie et al. is the possibility of resecting areas of Barrett’s mucosa that 
persist after multiple RFA sessions. This may be a significant advantage compared to other 
endoscopic ablation techniques that typically result in submucosal scarring, which makes 
escape treatment with endoscopic resection complicated. Compared to the 0%-56% stricture 
rate associated with other endoscopic ablation techniques (Overholt et al., 2003; Peters et al., 
2005; Hage et al., 2004; Schulz et al., 2000; Van Laethem et al., 2001), the minimal rate of 
esophageal stenosis reported in the trials discussed above is encouraging. In addition, RFA 
does not impair the functional integrity of the esophagus (Beaumont et al., 2007). It has been 
shown that stepwise circumferential and focal ablation of Barrett’s esophagus with high-
grade dysplasia results in restoration of normal-appearing neosquamous mucosa without 
any of the oncogenetic abnormalities present before treatment (Gondrie et al., 2007). These 
important findings were confirmed in another study suggesting that the neosquamous 
tissue holds no residual malignant potential (Finkelstein & Lyday, 2008).  

7.4 Summary 

Current data suggest that RFA is an encouraging modality for eradication of Barrett’s 
esophagus, with many appealing aspects. RFA has been proven to be highly effective in 
eradicating intestinal metaplasia and its associated dysplasia; it has a low complication rate, 
preserves the functional integrity of the esophagus, and is relatively easy to apply; and the 
regenerating neosquamous epithelium is free of the pre-existing oncogenetic alterations. 
There are, however, still some unanswered questions concerning the optimal use of the 
HALO90 catheter, the optimal combination of endoscopic resection with RFA, the presence 
of buried Barrett’s glands following RFA, and whether the effect is maintained on the long 
run. For patients with intramucosal carcinoma and high-grade dysplasia, RFA appears to be 
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a valid and less invasive alternative to PDT, APC or esophagectomy, albeit after endoscopic 
resection of intamucosal carcinoma and visible lesions. For patients with low-grade 
dysplasia or nondysplastic Barrett’s esophagus, RFA treatment is more debatable but 
justified in some selected patients. Further clinical studies, data from long-term follow-up 
after RFA, and development of biological markers to predict malignant progression of 
intestinal metaplasia will elucidate the question of which patients should be treated with 
RFA for eradication of Barrett’s esophagus.       

8. Primary nonsurgical therapy 

There is considerable controversy as to the ideal therapeutic approach for esophageal 

cancer. Definitive therapy for esophageal cancer is either surgical or nonsurgical. Although 

the overall results of these two approaches are similar, the patient population selected for 

treatment with each modality is usually different. For multiple reasons, this results in a 

selection bias against the nonsurgical group. First, patients with unfavorable prognostic 

features are more likely selected for treatment with nonsurgical therapy. These features 

include medical contraindications and primary unresectable or metastatic disease. Second, 

surgical series report results based on pathologically determined stage, whereas nonsurgical 

series report results based on clinically determined stage. Pathologic staging has the 

advantage of excluding some patients with metastatic disease not identified during clinical 

staging. Third, patients treated without surgery are approached in a palliative rather than a 

curative fashion. Therefore, the intensity of   chemotherapy and the doses of radiation 

therapy might be suboptimal.  

In staging esophageal cancer preoperatively not only CT and EUS are used, but the efficacy 

of FDG-PET must be emphasized. Studies have examined the effectiveness of PET in the 

staging of esophageal cancer. After standard staging for esophageal cancer (including CT 

and endoscopy), undetected metastatic disease was identified by PET in 15% of patients in 

the series by Flamen et al (Flamen et al., 2002) and in 20% of patients in the series by 

Downey and associates (Downey et al., 2003). Therefore, PET’s use is highly encouraged for 

all patients who are selected for a nonoperative approach.  

8.1 Radiation therapy  

The 1992–1994 Patterns of Care study examined 400 patients treated at 61 academic and 

nonacademic radiation oncology practices to determine practice patterns in the United 

States (Coia et al., 2000). During that period, treatment approaches included primary 

chemoradiation, 54%; radiation alone, 20%; preoperative chemoradiation, 13%; 

postoperative combined modality therapy, 8%; postoperative radiation, 4%; and 

preoperative radiation, 1%. In another study, Patterns of Care analysis from 1996 to 1999, 

414 patients who received radiation therapy as part of definitive or adjuvant management at 

59 institutions were surveyed (Suntharalingam et al., 2003). Compared with the 1992–1994 

survey, more patients underwent EUS staging (18% vs. 2%; P <.0001) and more patients 

received preoperative chemoradiation (27% vs. 10%; P = .007); preoperative chemoradiation 

was used more frequently in the subset of patients with adenocarcinoma (46% vs. 19%; P = 

.0002), and the use of paclitaxel-based chemotherapy increased (22% vs. 0.2%; P = .001). 

Brachytherapy was used in 6% of patients. In a similar patterns of care study of 767 patients 
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treated in Japan from 1998 to 2001, 220 (28%) received preoperative or postoperative 

radiation or both, with or without chemotherapy (Gomi et al., 2003).  

The effect of histologic type (adenocarcinoma vs. squamous cell carcinoma) is unclear. At 

present, the data is conflicting, with some series reporting different results by histologic type 

but other series reporting no difference. Fortunately, the current Intergroup randomized 

trials stratify patients by histologic type. Until these data are available and more mature, the 

impact of histologic type cannot be adequately assessed, and it is reasonable to treat both 

types of lesions in a similar fashion.  

8.1.1 Radiation therapy alone 

Multiple series have reported the results of external-beam radiation therapy alone for 

patients with esophageal cancer. Most include patients with unfavorable features such as 

clinical T4 disease and multiple positive lymph nodes. For instance, in the series of De-Ren, 

184 of the 678 patients had stage IV disease (De-Ren, 1989). Overall, the 5-year survival rate 

for patients treated with conventional doses of radiation therapy alone is 0% to 10% (De-

Ren, 1989; Newaishy et al., 1982; Okawa et al., 1989). The use of radiation therapy as a 

potentially curative modality requires doses of at least 50 Gy at 1.8 to 2.0 Gy/fraction. Shi 

and colleagues reported a 33% 5-year survival rate with the use of late-course accelerated 

fractionation to a total dose of 68.4 Gy (Shi et al., 1999). However, in the radiation-therapy-

alone arm of the RTOG 85-01 trial in which patients received 64 Gy at 2 Gy/d with modern 

techniques, all patients were dead of their disease by 3 years (Herskovic et al., 1992; Al-

Sarraf et al., 1997).   

There is limited experience in the use of radiation therapy alone for patients with superficial 

(Seki et al., 2001) or clinically determined T1 disease (Nemoto et al., 2002). The trial by Sykes 

et al. was limited to 101 patients (90% with squamous cell carcinoma) with tumors smaller 

than 5 cm who received 45 to 52.5 Gy in 15 to 16 fractions. The 5-year survival was 20% 

(Sykes et al., 1998). Overall, these data indicate that radiation therapy alone should be 

reserved for palliation or for patients who are medically unable to receive concurrent 

chemoradiotherapy. The results of definitive chemoradiation are more favorable, and it 

remains the standard of care.  

8.1.2 Radiation therapy techniques 

Radiation field design for esophageal cancer requires careful techniques in order to achieve 

optimal results (Phillips et al., 1998). There are a number of sensitive organs that, depending 

on the location of the primary tumor, may be in the radiation field. These include skin, 

spinal cord, lung, heart, intestine, stomach, kidney, and liver. Minimizing the dose to these 

vital structures while delivering an adequate dose to the primary tumor and local-regional 

lymph nodes requires patient immobilization and CT-based treatment planning for organ 

identification, lung correction, and development of dose-volume histograms. Although CT 

can accurately identify adjacent organs and structures, it may be limited in defining the 

extent of the primary tumor. Among radiation oncologists, there is significant inconsistency 

in defining the planning target volume, both in the transverse and longitudinal dimensions. 

Therefore, in addition to a CT scan, it is always helpful to obtain a barium swallow test at 
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the time of radiation therapy simulation. The integration of other imaging modalities such 

as EUS, PET, and magnetic resonance imaging into radiation treatment planning remains 

under investigation. 

In one study reported by Tai et al., 12 Canadian radiation oncologists drew cervical 

esophagus target volumes based on the RTOG 94-05 protocol design both before and after a 

one-on-one training session (Tai et al., 2002). Pretraining and posttraining survey revealed 

less variability in the longitudinal positions of the target volumes after training, which 

illustrates the importance of specialized training. In another study, Nutting et al. compared 

two-phase conformal radiotherapy with intensity-modulated radiotherapy (IMRT) in five 

patients who received 55 Gy of radiation plus concurrent chemotherapy (Nutting et al., 

2001). Treatment plans using both techniques were carried out and were compared using 

dose-volume histograms and normal tissue complication probabilities. The IMRT using nine 

equispaced fields did not add any improvement over conformal radiation because the larger 

number of fields in the IMRT plan distributed a low dose over the entire lung. In contrast, 

IMRT using four fields equal to the conformal fields offered an improvement in lung 

sparing.  

In the treatment of esophageal cancer, radiation oncologists usually treat tumors at or above 

the carina as a cervical primary and the supraclavicular nodes are included in the radiation 

field. Tumors below the carina but not extending to the gastroesophageal junction are 

considered mid-esophageal, and the radiation field does not include the supraclavicular or 

celiac nodes. Tumors that involve the gastroesophageal junction are considered distal and 

the celiac nodes are included. This simple and practical definition is helpful in designing 

radiation therapy fields.  

The standard radiation dose for patients selected for curative nonoperative chemoradiation 

is 50.4 Gy at 1.8 Gy/fraction. The radiation field should include the primary tumor with 5-

cm superior and inferior margins and 2-cm lateral margins. The primary local-regional 

lymph nodes should receive the same dose. 

For cervical esophageal tumors, patients are placed supine. Field designs include a three-

field plan (two anterior oblique fields and a posterior field) or, more commonly, 

anteroposterior-posteroanterior to 39.6 to 41.4 cGy followed by a left or right opposed 

oblique pair with photons plus an electron boost to the contralateral supraclavicular area, 

both to a total dose of 50.4 Gy. For mid-esophageal tumors, patients are placed prone to help 

exclude the spinal cord from the radiation field and a four-field design is used 

(anteroposterior, posteroanterior, and opposed lateral fields). For distal tumors, patients are 

treated supine using the same four-field technique. Caution should be taken to exclude as 

much of the normal stomach as possible, especially if the patient is receiving radiation 

preoperatively. CT-based three-dimensional treatment planning should be performed, and 

all fields should be treated each day. Dose-volume histograms help guide the radiation 

oncologist in choosing a radiation plan that minimizes the loss of normal organ function.  

In the palliative setting there are a variety of radiation treatment regimens. Because the goal 

is rapid palliation of symptoms, the most common approach is to treat anteroposteriorly 

and posteroanteriorly, including the primary tumor with 2-cm margins, in ten 3-Gy 

fractions to a total dose of 30 Gy.  
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The most critical normal structures that lie in proximity to the esophagus are the spinal cord, 

heart, lungs, and kidneys. When radiation is combined with chemotherapy, the radiation 

fractionation should be 1.8 Gy/d. The spinal cord dose should not exceed 45 Gy. All fields 

should be treated each day. Doses to the heart, lungs, and kidneys depend to a large extent 

on the volume of these organs in the treatment field. Dose-volume histograms are the most 

effective way to modify treatment techniques to decrease the acute and long-term radiation-

related toxicity. In the rare situations when whole heart irradiation is needed, the dose 

should be limited to 25 to 30 Gy. In the thorax, radiation fields frequently include substantial 

volumes of lung, especially with oblique or lateral fields. Decreased pulmonary function 

occurs after irradiation, particularly if large volumes of lung are exposed to doses greater 

than 20 Gy. There is progressive decreased ventilatory and diffusing capacity as a result of 

endothelial degeneration and interstitial fibrosis. Fields that include such substantial 

volumes of lung should be limited to 20 Gy. Except for the spinal cord, it is acceptable for 

small volumes of normal tissue in immediate proximity to the esophagus to receive doses as 

high as 60 Gy. However, because the standard total dose of radiation is 50.4 Gy, this degree 

of inhomogeneity should be uncommon. Fortunately, even with tumors as distal as the 

gastroesophageal junction, there is a limited amount of liver and kidney in the treatment 

fields.  

8.2 Combined chemoradiation 

There are multiple single-arm, nonrandomized trials of chemoradiation alone and they have 
included patients with disease at different stages (Seitz et al., 1990; Izquiredo et al., 1993; 
Coia et al., 1991;Valerdi et al., 1994; Poplin et al., 1996). Few series examined patients with 
T1 or T2 disease (Seki et al., 2001; Coia et al., 1991; Nemoto et al., 2001). In the series 
reported by Coia and associates, patients received 60 Gy of radiation therapy concurrently 
with intravenous 5-FU and mitomycin C (Coia et al., 1991). For stage I and II disease, the 
local failure rate was 25%, the 5-year actuarial local relapse-free survival and overall 
survival were 70% and 30% respectively.  

Thirteen randomized trials compared radiation therapy alone with chemoradiation. Major 
trials are summarized in Table 1. 

In a pooled analysis of these trials (Wong & Malthaner 2006, 2010), concomitant 
chemoradiotherapy provided significant overall reduction in mortality at 1 and 2 years. The 
mortality in the control arms was 62% and 83% respectively. Combined chemoradiotherapy 
provided an absolute reduction of mortality by 7% and 7% respectively. In addition, there 
was a reduction in the overall local recurrence rate. The local recurrence rate for the control 
arms was in the order of 68%. Combined chemoradiothrapy provided an absolute reduction 
of local recurrence rate of 12%.  However, chemoradiation was associated with a significant 
increase in adverse effects, including life-threatening toxicities.  

In the ECOG EST-1282 trial (Araujo et al., 1991),patients who received combined modality 
therapy had a significantly increased median survival compared with those receiving 
radiation alone (15 months vs. 9 months; P = .04) but experienced no improvement in 5-year 
survival (9% vs. 7%). However, this was not a pure nonsurgical trial because approximately 
50% of patients in each arm underwent surgery after receiving 40 Gy of radiation.  The 
operative mortality was 17%.  
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Series Patients 
(n) 

Overall 
Survival (%) 

Median 
Survival 
(months) 

Local 
Failure (%) 

Herskovic et al. (RTOG)  
(Herskovic et al., 1992; Al-Sarraf 
et al., 1997; Cooper et al., 1999) 

    

Radiation alone 62 0   at 5-yr 9 68 

Combined therapy 61 27  at 5-yr 
22  at 8-yr 

14 47 

Combined therapy 69 NR 17 52 

Araujo et al. (NCI Brazil)  
(Araujo et al., 1991) 

    

Radiation alone 31 6   at 5-yr  84 

Combined therapy 28 16  61 

Roussel et al. (EORTC)  
(Roussel et al., 1988) 

    

Radiation alone 69 6   at 3-yr   

Combined therapy 75 12   

Nygaard et al. (Scandinavia)  
(Nygaard et al., 1992) 

    

Radiation alone 51 6   at 3-yr   

Combined therapy 46 0   

Smith et al. (ECOG-EST 1282)   
(Smith et al., 1998) 

    

Radiation alone 60 7   at 5-yr 9  

Combined therapy 59 9 15  

Slabber et al. (Pretoria)  
(Slabber et al., 1998) 

    

Radiation alone 36  5  

Combined therapy 34  6  

Table 1. Randomized Trials of Radiation Therapy versus Combined Modality Therapy for 
Esophageal Cancer. 

The trial that was designed to deliver adequate doses of systemic chemotherapy with 

concurrent radiation therapy was the RTOG 85-01 trial reported by Herskovic et al. 

(Herskovic et al., 1992; Al-Sarraf et al., 1997; Cooper et al., 1999). This Intergroup trial 

primarily included patients with squamous cell carcinoma. Patients received four cycles of 

5-FU (1000 mg/m2/24 h x 4 days) and cisplatin (75 mg/m2 on day 1). Radiation therapy (50 

Gy at 2 Gy/d) was given concurrently with day 1 of chemotherapy. After radiation therapy 

is finished, cycles 3 and 4 of chemotherapy were delivered every 3 weeks (weeks 8 and 11) 

rather than every 4 weeks (weeks 9 and 13). This intensification may explain, in part, why 

only 50% of the patients finished all four cycles of the chemotherapy. The control arm was 
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given radiation therapy alone, albeit at a higher dose (64 Gy) than the chemoradiation arm. 

Patients who received chemoradiation had a significant improvement in median survival 

(14 months vs. 9 months) and 5-year survival (27% vs. 0%; P <.0001) (81). There was a clear 

plateau in the survival curve. Minimum follow-up was 5 years, and the 8-year survival was 

22% (Cooper et al., 1999). Histologic type did not significantly influence the results: 21% of 

patients with squamous cell carcinomas (n = 107) were alive at 5 years compared with 13% 

of patients with adenocarcinoma (n = 23) (P was not significant). Although African 

Americans had larger primary tumors and all were squamous cell cancers, there was no 

difference in their survival compared with whites (Streeter et al., 1999). The incidence of 

local failure as the first site of failure (defined as local persistence or recurrence) was also 

decreased in the combined modality arm (47% vs. 65%). The protocol was closed early due 

to the positive results; however, after this early closure, an additional 69 eligible patients 

were treated with the same chemoradiation regimen. In this nonrandomized combined 

modality group, the 5-year survival was 14% and local failure was 52%.  

Chemoradiation not only improves the results compared with radiation alone but also is 
associated with a higher incidence of toxicity. In the 1997 report of the RTOG 85-01 trial, 
patients who received chemoradiation had a higher incidence of acute grade 3 toxicity (44% 
vs. 25%) and acute grade 4 toxicity (20% vs. 3%) compared with those who received 
radiation therapy alone. Including the one treatment-related death (2%), the incidence of 
total acute grade 3+ toxicity was 66% (81). The 1999 report examined late toxicity. The 
incidence of late grade 3+ toxicity was similar in the combined modality arm and in the 
radiation-alone arm (29% vs. 23%) (94). However, grade 4+ toxicity remained higher in the 
combined modality arm (10% vs. 2%). Interestingly, the nonrandomized chemoradiation 
group experienced a similar incidence of late grade 3+ toxicity (28%) but a lower incidence 
of grade 4 toxicity (4%), and there were no treatment-related deaths.  

Based on the positive results from the RTOG 85-01 trial, the standard nonsurgical treatment 
for esophageal carcinoma became chemoradiation. However, the local failure rate in the 
RTOG 85-01 chemoradiation arm was still high at 45%, and there is room for improvement. 
Therefore, new approaches such as intensification of chemoradiation and escalation of the 
radiation dose have been developed in an attempt to help improve these results.  

8.3 Comparison of definitive chemoradiation and surgery  

There are a number of trials comparing preoperative chemoradiation with surgery alone. 
However, there is limited data regarding the direct comparison of the two standard 
treatments for nonmetastatic esophageal cancer: concurrent chemoradiation and surgery 
alone. The positive results of RTOG 85-01, demonstrating a 27% 5-year survival rate for 
patients treated with definitive chemoradiation compared with no 5-year survival after 
treatment with radiotherapy alone, is a major advance. This treatment option has influenced 
the selection of patients for nonsurgical management because it provides an acceptable 
alternative for restoring swallowing function in patients with locally advanced disease for 
whom surgery would be mainly palliative.  

For patients with earlier-stage disease that appears resectable, definitive chemoradiation 

may also be appropriate treatment; however, prospective randomized trials comparing this 

approach with surgery, stratified by stage, have yet to be performed. Nonetheless, some 
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series suggest that the nonsurgical approach offers a survival rate that is the same or better 

than that achievable with surgery alone. For example, the median survival time and 5-year 

survival rate were 14 months and 27%, respectively, in the chemoradiation arm of RTOG 85-

01 and 20 months and 20%, respectively, in INT 0122 (Minsky et al., 1999). In comparison, 

the median survival in the surgical control arm of the Dutch trial reported by Kok et al (Kok 

et al., 1997) was 11 months, and the median survival time and 5-year survival rate in the 

surgical control arm of INT 0113 were 16 months and 20%, respectively. Likewise, the local 

failure rates were similar. The incidence of local failure as the first site of failure was 45% in 

RTOG 85-01 and 39% in INT 0122. Although local failure as the first site of failure was 31% 

in INT 0113, this analysis was limited to patients who underwent a complete resection with 

negative margins (R0 resection). Because an additional 30% of patients had residual local 

disease, if one were to score these patients also as having locally persistent disease (as was 

done in the RTOG 85-01 analysis), the comparable local failure rate with surgery alone 

would be 30% + 31% = 61%. The treatment-related mortality rates were also similar (2% in 

RTOG 85-01, 9% in INT 0122, and 6% in INT 0113). 

Chiu et al. (Chiu et al., 2005) conducted a prospective randomized trial that compared the 
efficacy and survival outcome of chemoradiation with that of esophagectomy as a curative 
treatment. In this multicenter trial, 80 patients with potentially resectable squamous cell 
carcinoma of the mid or lower thoracic esophagus were randomized to esophagectomy or 
chemoradiotherapy. Patients treated with chemoradiotherapy received continuous 5-
fluorouracil infusion (200 mg/m2/day) from day 1 to 42 and cisplatin (60 mg/m2) on days 1 
and 22. The tumor and regional lymphatics were concomitantly irradiated to a total of 50–60 
Gy. Salvage esophagectomy was performed for incomplete response or recurrence. Forty-four 
patients received standard esophagectomy, whereas 36 were treated with chemoradiotherapy. 
Median follow-up was 6.9 months. There was no difference in either survival or disease-free 
survival between the two groups. Patients treated with surgery had a slightly higher 
proportion of recurrence in the mediastinum, whereas those treated with chemoradiation 
sustained a higher proportion of recurrence in the cervical or abdominal regions. 

In summary, the local failure, survival, and treatment-related mortality rates for nonsurgical 

and surgical therapies are similar. Although the results are comparable, it is clear that both 

the nonsurgical and surgical approaches have limited success.  

8.4 Necessity for surgery after chemoradiation  

Two trials examined whether surgery is necessary after chemoradiation. The Federation 
Francaise de Cancerologie Digestive (FFCD) trial addresses the issue of whether patients 
who respond midway through chemoradiation should continue with the treatment or 
undergo surgery (Bedenne et al., 2007). The German Oesophageal Cancer Study Group 
examined the question of whether chemoradiation followed by surgery is equivalent to 
nonoperative chemoradiation (Stahl et al., 2005).  

In the FFCD 9102 trial, all 445 patients with clinically resectable T3 to 4 N0 to 1 M0 squamous 

cell carcinoma or adenocarcinoma of the esophagus received chemoradiation; however, the 

randomization was limited to patients who responded to initial chemoradiation. Patients 

initially received two cycles of 5-FU and cisplatin plus concurrent radiation (either 46 Gy at 2 

Gy/d or a split-course regimen of 15 Gy in weeks 1 and 3) (Bedenne et al., 2007). The 259 
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patients who had at least a partial response were then randomly assigned to receive surgery or 

additional chemoradiation, which included three cycles of 5-FU and cisplatin, plus concurrent 

radiation (either 20 Gy at 2 Gy/d or split-course 15 Gy). There was no significant difference in 

2-year survival (34% for those undergoing surgery vs. 40% for those receiving chemoradiation; 

P = .56) or median survival (18 months for the surgery group vs. 19 months for the 

chemoradiation group). Two-year local control rate was 66.4% in arm A compared with 57.0% 

in arm B, and stents were less required in the surgery arm (5% in arm A v 32% in arm B; P < 

.001). The 3-month mortality rate was 9.3% in arm A compared with 0.8% in arm B (P = .002). 

Cumulative hospital stay was 68 days in arm A compared with 52 days in arm B (P = .02). The 

data suggest that patients who initially respond to nonoperative chemoradiation should 

complete chemoradiation rather than stop and undergo surgery. As measured using the 

Spitzer index, there was no difference in global quality of life; however, a significantly greater 

decrease in quality of life was observed in the postoperative period in the surgery arm (7.52 vs. 

8.45; P <.01) (Bonnetain et al., 2006). 

The German Oesophageal Cancer Study Group compared preoperative chemoradiation 

followed by surgery with chemoradiation alone (Stahl et al., 2005). In this trial, 177 patients 

with uT3–4N0–1M0 squamous cell cancers of the esophagus were randomly assigned to 

receive preoperative therapy (three cycles of 5-FU, leucovorin, etoposide, and cisplatin, 

followed by concurrent etoposide and cisplatin, plus 40 Gy of radiation) followed by 

surgery or chemoradiation alone (the same chemotherapy regimen, but the radiation dose 

was increased to 60 Gy). Despite an improvement in 2-year progression free survival for 

those who were randomly assigned to receive preoperative therapy followed by surgery 

compared with those receiving chemoradiation alone (64% vs.41%), there was no significant 

difference in overall survival.. The results of this trial were updated at ASCO in 2008 which 

showed no significant improvement in 5-year survival between the two arms but persistent 

benefit of local control with the surgery arm. Although the difference in the radiation dose 

in the two arms makes the interpretation of the data difficult, there does not appear to be a 

benefit to surgery after nonoperative chemoradiation.  

8.5 Tumor markers and predictors of response to chemoradiation  

It would be important to predict which tumors have a higher likelihood of responding to 

radiation or chemoradiation. In 38 patients with squamous cell carcinoma who received 

chemoradiation with or without surgery, tumors without p53 expression and tumors with 

weak Bcl-X L expression showed a higher response to chemotherapy (56% and 53%, 

respectively) than tumors positive for p53 or with strong Bcl-X L expression (30% and 32%, 

respectively; P not significant) (Sarbia et al., 1998). After preoperative chemoradiation, 

patients with p53-negative tumors had a significantly better mean survival than those with 

p53-positive tumors (31 months vs. 11 months; P = .0378). By multivariate analysis, Pomp et 

al. found that overexpression of p53 resulted in a decrease in survival in 69 patients with 

squamous cell carcinoma or adenocarcinoma treated with radiation alone (Pomp et al., 

1998). In one study, there was a correlation between decreasing levels of four phospholipids 

and increasing T stage and grade (Merchant et al., 1999).  

Kishi and associates reported that, of 77 patients treated with chemoradiation for squamous 

cell cancer, those with p53- and metallothionein-positive tumors had a poor response to 
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treatment, whereas strong expression of CDC25B was associated with a good response 

(Kishi et al., 2002). In 73 patients with T2 to 4 M0 esophageal cancer treated with 60 Gy of 

radiation plus 5-FU and cisplatin, Hironaka et al. examined pretreatment biopsy specimens 

for a variety of markers, including p53, Ki-67, EGF receptor, cyclin D1, vascular endothelial 

growth factor, microvessel density (MVD), thymidylate synthase, dihydropyrimidine 

dehydrogenase, and glutathione S-transferase (Hironaka et al., 2002). By multivariate 

analysis MVD, T stage, and performance status were independent prognostic variables (P = 

.002, .02, and .02, respectively). Patients with high-MVD tumors had a better 3-year survival 

rate than those with low-MVD tumors (61% vs. 33%; P = .02). Morita et al. found that 

patients with lymphocyte infiltration around the tumor had a 5-year survival rate of 46% to 

76% compared with 28% (P <.05) in patients whose tumors did not have lymphocytic 

infiltration (Morita et al., 2001). With the further discovery and understanding of various 

tumor suppressor genes, these data may be used to help select patients for chemoradiation. 

8.6 Intensification of chemoradiation  

The phase II Intergroup trial 0122 [ECOG PE289/RTOG 90-12] was designed to intensify 

treatment in the RTOG 85-01 combined modality arm (102). Both the chemotherapy and 

radiation therapy in INT 0122 were intensified as follows: (1) the 5-FU continuous infusion 

(1000 mg/m2/24 hours) was increased from 4 days to 5 days, (2) the total number of cycles 

of chemotherapy was increased from four to five cycles, (3) three cycles of full-dose 

neoadjuvant 5-FU and cisplatin were delivered before the start of chemoradiation, and (4) 

the radiation dose was increased from 50 Gy to 64.8 Gy. In this study, 38 patients with 

squamous cell carcnoma were eligible. The primary tumor response rate was as follows: 

47% complete response, 8% partial response, and 3% stable disease (Kelsen et al., 1990). The 

first site of clinical treatment failure was local in 39% and distant in 24%. In the total patient 

group, there were six deaths during treatment, four of which were treatment related (9% of 

45 patients). The median survival time was 20 months and the 5-year actuarial survival rate 

was 20%. Unfortunately, this intensive neoadjuvant approach did not appear to offer a 

benefit compared with conventional doses and techniques of chemoradiation. Similar 

toxicities were reported by Ishikura et al. for 139 patients with squamous cell cancers treated 

with 5-FU, cisplatin, and 60 Gy of radiation (Ishikura et al., 2003). 

A limited number of phase I and II trials have tested the use of neoadjuvant chemotherapy 

before radiation therapy or chemoradiation. Valerdi et al. reported the results for 40 patients 

with clinical stage II and III squamous cell cancers who received two cycles of neoadjuvant 

cisplatin, vindesine, and bleomycin (days 1 and 29) followed by 60 Gy of radiation (Valerdi 

et al., 1994). In contrast with the INT 0122 trial, no chemotherapy was delivered with the 

radiation therapy. The pathologically determined complete response rate was 53%. After a 

median follow-up of 78 months, the local failure rate was 62%, the median survival time was 

11 months, and the 5-year actuarial survival rate was 15%. These results are similar to those 

obtained for the RTOG 85-01 combined modality arm with the exception of the higher 

treatment-related death rate of 5%.  

Using a five-drug neoadjuvant regimen, Roca and colleagues treated 55 patients (54 with 

squamous cell cancer) with bolus cisplatin, 5-FU, leucovorin, bleomycin, and mitomycin C 

for 15 days followed by 60 Gy of radiation plus concurrent chemotherapy with 5-FU, 
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leucovorin, and cisplatin (Roca et al., 1996). No maintenance chemotherapy was delivered. 

Patients with lesions at all anatomic sites within the esophagus were eligible and 53% had 

clinical stage III disease. Although the treatment-related mortality was only 4% and the 3-

year survival was 35%, local failure as a component of failure was 42%, which was similar to 

the 45% rate reported in the RTOG 85-01 chemoradiation arm.  

Recent trials using newer regimens for neoadjuvant chemotherapy such as paclitaxel and 

cisplatin (Bains et al., 2002) or CPT-11 and cisplatin (Ilson et al., 2003) before the start of 

chemoradiation have reported more favorable results. Bains and associates reported that, of 

38 patients who presented with dysphagia, 92% had relief after the completion of two cycles 

(weeks 1 and 4) of neoadjuvant paclitaxel (175 mg/m2, 3-hour infusion) and cisplatin (75-

mg/m2 bolus) (Bains et al., 2002). Similar results have been reported by Ilson et al. for 19 

patients who received two cycles of neoadjuvant CPT-11 (65 mg/m2) plus cisplatin (30 

mg/m2) weeks 1, 2, 4, and 5 before the start of chemoradiation (Ilson et al., 2003). Treatment 

was well tolerated with no grade 3+ nonhematologic toxicity, and only 5% of patients 

required a feeding tube. Of the 16 patients who presented with dysphagia, 81% had 

dysphagia relief after the completion of neoadjuvant chemotherapy.  

Another potential advantage of neoadjuvant chemotherapy is the early identification of 

those patients who may or may not respond to the chemotherapeutic regimen being 

delivered. Ott et al. performed FDG-PET in 35 patients with adenocarcinoma of the 

gastroesophageal junction or stomach 2 weeks after the start of cisplatin, 5-FU, and 

leucovorin neoadjuvant chemotherapy, which was followed by surgery; results of the FDG-

PET scan were able to predict which patients showed a response to the full course of 

chemotherapy, as judged from the surgical specimens (Ott et al., 2003). Although this study 

was investigational, if the nonresponders can be identified early, changing the 

chemotherapeutic regimen may be helpful.  

In summary, although the early trials primarily using neoadjuvant regimens based on 5-FU 

and cisplatin did not suggest a benefit, more recent trials using paclitaxel- and CPT-11–

based regimens reveal higher response rates resulting in improvement of dysphagia. 

8.7 Intensification of the radiation dose 

Another approach to the dose intensification of chemoradiation is increasing the radiation 
dose above 50.4 Gy. There are two methods by which to increase the radiation dose to the 
esophagus: brachytherapy and external-beam radiation therapy.  

8.7.1 Brachytherapy 

Intraluminal brachytherapy allows the escalation of the dose to the primary tumor while 
protecting the surrounding structures such as the lung, heart, and spinal cord (Armstrong, 
1993). A radioactive source is placed intraluminally via bronchoscopy or a nasogastric tube. 
Brachytherapy has been used both as primary therapy (usually as a palliative 
modality)(Moni et al., 1996; Sur et al., 1992, 1998; Jager et al., 1995; Maingon et al., 2000) and 
as boost after external-beam radiation therapy or combined modality therapy (Armstrong, 
1993; Calais et al., 1997; Akagi et al., 1999; Schraube et al., 1997; Okawa et al., 1999). It can be 
delivered either by high dose rate or low dose rate (Caspers et al., 1993). Although there are 
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technical and radiobiologic differences between the two dose rates, there are no clear 
therapeutic advantages for either.  

Studies that combine brachytherapy with external-beam radiation therapy or 

chemoradiation report results similar to those for conventional chemoradiation. Calais et al. 

reported a local failure rate of 43% and a 5-year survival of 18% (Calais et al., 1997). Even for 

a more favorable subset of patients with clinical T1 to T2 disease, Yorozu et al. reported a 

local failure rate of 44% and a 5-year survival of 26% (Yorozu et al., 1999).  

In the RTOG 92-07 trial, 75 patients with squamous cell cancers (92%) or adenocarcinomas 

(8%) of the esophagus received the RTOG 85-01 combined modality regimen (5-FU, 

cisplatin, 50 Gy of radiation) followed by a boost during cycle 3 of chemotherapy with 

either low dose-rate or high dose-rate intraluminal brachytherapy (Gaspar et al., 1997). 

Due to low accrual rate, the low dose-rate option was discontinued and the analysis was 

limited to patients who received the high dose-rate treatment. High dose-rate 

brachytherapy was delivered in weekly fractions of 5 Gy during weeks 8, 9, and 10. Due 

to the development of several fistulas, the fraction delivered at week 10 was discontinued. 

Although the complete response rate was 73%, at a median follow-up of only 11 months, 

rate of local failure as the first site of failure was 27%. Rates of acute toxicity were 58% for 

grade 3, 26% for grade 4, and 8% for grade 5 (treatment-related death). The cumulative 

incidence of fistula was 18% per year and the crude incidence was 14%. Of the six 

treatment-related fistulas, three were fatal. Given the significant toxicity, this treatment 

approach should be used with caution.  

The American Brachytherapy Society has developed guidelines for esophageal 

brachytherapy (Gaspar et al., 1997). Its recommendations include the following. For patients 

treated in the curative setting brachytherapy should be limited to tumors 10 cm or less with 

no evidence of distant metastasis. Contraindications include tracheal or bronchial 

involvement, cervical esophagus location, or stenosis that cannot be bypassed. The 

applicator should have an external diameter of 6 to 10 cm. If combined modality therapy is 

used (defined as 5-FU–based chemotherapy plus 45 to 50 Gy of radiation) the recommended 

doses of brachytherapy are 10 Gy in two weekly fractions of 5 Gy each for high dose rate 

and 20 Gy in a single fraction at 4 to 10 Gy/h for low dose rate. The doses should be 

prescribed to 1 cm from the source. Finally, brachytherapy should be delivered after the 

completion of external-beam radiation therapy and not concurrently with chemotherapy. 

In summary, for patients treated in the curative setting, the addition of brachytherapy does 

not appear to improve the results compared with those for radiation therapy or combined 

modality therapy alone. Therefore, although it seems reasonable to assume that adding 

intraluminal brachytherapy to radiation or combined modality therapy would provide an 

additional benefit, whether such a benefit exists remains unclear.  

8.7.2 External-beam therapy 

There are a limited number of phase II trials examining patient tolerance for external-beam 

radiation doses of 60 Gy or more when delivered concurrently with chemotherapy. In an 

analysis performed by Coia and associates, the results for 90 patients with clinical stage I to 

IV squamous cell carcinomas and adenocarcinomas of the esophagus were reported (Coia et 
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al., 1991). The incidence of grade 3 toxicity was 22% and of grade 4 toxicity was 6%. There 

were no treatment-related deaths.  

Calais et al. reported the results for 53 patients with clinically unresectable disease who 

received 5-FU, cisplatin, and mitomycin C plus 65 Gy of radiation (Calais et al., 1994). The 

full dose of radiation could be delivered in 96% of patients. The incidence of World Health 

Organization grade 3+ toxicity was 30% and the overall 2-year survival rate was 42%. It 

should be noted that the chemotherapy in this trial was not delivered at doses adequate to 

treat systemic disease. Because almost all patients in both the INT 0122 trial and the Calais 

trials (96% and 94%, respectively) who started radiation therapy were able to complete the 

full dose (64.8 to 65.0 Gy), this higher dose of radiation was used in the experimental arm of 

the Intergroup esophageal trial INT 0123 (RTOG 94-05). The INT 0123 trial (Minsky et al., 

2002) was the follow-up to RTOG 85-01. In this trial, patients with either squamous cell 

carcinoma or adenocarcinoma who were selected for nonsurgical treatment were randomly 

assigned to receive a slightly modified RTOG 85-01 combined modality regimen with 50.4 

Gy of radiation versus the same chemotherapy with 64.8 Gy of radiation). The modifications 

to the original RTOG 85-01 chemoradiation arm includes (1) using 1.8-Gy fractions to 50.4 

Gy rather than 2-Gy fractions to 50 Gy; (2) treating with 5-cm proximal and distal margins 

for 50.4 Gy rather than treating the whole esophagus for the first 30 Gy followed by a cone 

down with 5 cm margins to 50 Gy; (3) cycle 3 of 5-FU and cisplatin did not begin until 4 

weeks after the completion of radiation therapy rather than 3 weeks after; and (4) cycles 3 

and 4 of chemotherapy were delivered every 4 weeks rather than every 3 weeks. INT 0123 

was closed to accrual in 1999 after an interim analysis revealed that it was unlikely that the 

high-dose arm would achieve superior survival compared with the standard-dose arm. For 

the 218 eligible patients, there was no significant difference in median survival time (13.0 

months vs. 18.1 months) or 2-year survival rate (31% vs. 40%) between the high-dose and 

standard-dose arms (Minsky et al., 2002) Although 11 treatment-related deaths occurred in 

the high-dose arm compared with 2 in the standard-dose arm, 7 of the 11 deaths occurred in 

patients who had received 50.4 Gy or less. To help determine if this unexplained increase in 

treatment-related deaths in the high-dose arm was the factor responsible for the inferior 

survival rate, a separate survival analysis was performed that included only patients who 

received the assigned dose of radiation. Despite this biased analysis, there was still no 

survival advantage for the high-dose arm. Although the crude incidence of local failure or 

persistence of local disease (or both) was lower in the high-dose arm than in the standard-

dose arm (50% vs. 55%), as was the incidence of distant failure (9% vs. 16%), these 

differences did not reach statistical significance. At 2 years, the cumulative incidence of local 

failure was 56% for the high-dose arm versus 52% for the standard-dose arm (P = .71). 

Therefore, based on results of the INT 0123 trial, the standard dose of external-beam 

radiation remains 50.4 Gy. The modifications to the original RTOG 85-01 chemoradiation 

arm outlined earlier did not adversely affect the local control or survival rate in the control 

arm of INT 0123. Therefore, the radiation doses and field design used in the control arm of 

INT 0123 should be used.  

Radiation can be intensified not only by increasing the total dose but also by using 

accelerated fractionation or hyperfractionation. Selected series using the latter approach for 

radiotherapy given as primary treatment (without surgery) are listed in Table 2. 
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 Series No. Histologic 
Type 

Treatment Local 
Control

Survival Grade 3+ 
Toxicity 

Girinsky et al. 
(1997) 

88 - 65 Gy (2Gy Bid)  
+/-  
5FU/Cisplatin 

48 % 3-y 12%  3-y 13% 

Jeremic et al. 
(1998) 

28 Squamous 54 Gy (1.5 Gy Bid) 71% 29% 5-y 50% 

   5FU + Cisplatin x 4    

Wang et al.  
(2002(randomized)

101 Squamous 66 Gy (1.5 Gy Bid)vs. 56%  3-y 38% 3-y 61% 
esophagitis 

   68.4 Gy total, 41.4 
Gy (1.8 Gy/d), then 
27 Gy (1.5 Gy Bid) 

57%  3-y 41% 3-y 10% 
esophagitis 

Table 2. Results of Primary High-Dose Accelerated Fractionation/Hyperfractionation 
Combined Modality Therapy: Selected Series. 

Wang et al. randomly assigned 101 patients with squamous cell cancer to receive either 

continuous accelerated hyperfractionated radiation (66 Gy) or late-course accelerated 

hyperfractionated radiation (68.4 Gy) (Wang et al., 2002). Compared with patients who 

received late-course accelerated hyperfractionated radiation, those treated with 

continuous accelerated hyperfractionated radiation had a significantly higher incidence of 

grade 3+ esophagitis (61% vs. 10%; P <.001); however, no benefit was seen in local control 

or survival. Although these approaches are reasonable, most series report an increase in 

acute toxicity without any clear therapeutic benefit. These regimens remain 

investigational. 

8.8 New combined modality regimens  

Because 75% to 80% of patients die of metastatic disease, advances in systemic therapies are 

necessary for further improvement of results. The most widely used chemotherapeutic 

regimen to be combined with radiation for the treatment of esophageal cancer is 5-FU and 

cisplatin. There are new chemotherapeutic agents both in current practice and in 

development for esophageal cancer. Most are being developed for use in preoperative 

regimens and are combined with radiation doses of 45 to 50.4 Gy. Incorporation of these 

agents into chemotherapy regimens prior to chemoradiation or as adjuvant therapy may 

decrease systemic recurrence. Furthermore, new radiation sensitizers may improve 

locoregional control.  

Multiple studies have tested both cytotoxic and targeted small molecules. Chemoradiation 

regimens using paclitaxel (Goldberg et al., 2003; Bains et al., 2002; Orditura et al., 2010; 

Ruppert et al., 2010), docetaxel (Pasini et al., 2005; Spigel et al., 2010), irinotecan (Ruppert 
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et al., 2010; Ilson et al., 2002; Watkins et al., 2011; Sun et al., 2011), oxaliplatin (Spigel et al., 

2010; De Vita et al., 2011; Chiarion-Sileni et al., 2009), epirubicin (Sun et al., 2011) and 

pemetrexed (Jatoi et al., 2010) have shown encouraging results. Biologic agents, such as 

cetuximab, trastuzumab, erlotinib, celecoxib and bevacizumab (De Vita et al., 2011; Safran 

et al., 2002; Enzinger et al., 2003; Suntharalingam et al., 2006) are being used as the 

foundations for new regimens which may enhance chemoradiation and target systemic 

micrometastases. Whether these investigational approaches offer improved results 

compared to conventional chemoradiation regimens based on 5-FU and cisplatin is not 

known.   

9. Conclusion 

For early esophageal cancer, endoscopic therapies are viable therapeutic options with 

significantly lower morbidities as compared to surgery. Currently, for a subset of patients 

with clinically localized early stage esophageal cancer (T0 or T1 lesions), local endoscopic 

therapy seems to be an acceptable alternative and produces similar results to surgery. 

However, it is still unknown which of the endoscopic therapies represents the best 

alternative to surgical resection.  

For more advanced stages of esophageal cancers, concurrent chemoradiation remains the 

standard nonsurgical treatment. New chemotherapeutic or biologic agents and radiation 

techniques are still needed to improve the survival of patients undergoing definitive 

chemoradiation.    
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