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To the Editor,

Intrathecal clonidine is often added to bupivacaine to

prolong the duration of spinal anesthesia in the pediatric

population.1 However, there may be important central

nervous system (CNS) effects due to cephalad spread of

clonidine following intrathecal administration of a cloni-

dine–bupivacaine mixture.

A 3 �-month-old full-term male infant (51 weeks post-

conception) weighing 5 kg was scheduled for bilateral

inguinal hernia repair. Preoperative evaluation was unre-

markable, except for the presence of an asymptomatic atrial

septal defect measuring 4.5 mm in diameter. After obtain-

ing written parental consent, the infant was sedated with

propofol (10 mg bolus and infusion at 25 lg � kg-1 �
min-1). A lumbar puncture was performed using a 25 mm,

25 G spinal needle (Beckton Dickinson, Madrid, Spain)

with the patient in the left lateral position. Intrathecal clo-

nidine 5 lg and hyperbaric bupivacaine 2.5 mg (0.5%)

were administered in a volume of 0.53 mL. The infant was

then turned supine. The height of spinal block was T3 after

five minutes. Within eight minutes, the infant was deeply

sedated and propofol sedation was discontinued. However,

the infant continued to be deeply sedated and lethargic, and

there was flaccidity with no spontaneous movement of

either upper limb. No clinically significant hypotension,

bradycardia, or desaturation were observed, but the

patient’s respiratory efforts were inadequate with intermit-

tent apneic episodes. Therefore, tracheal intubation was

performed after administration of thiopental 10 mg iv, and

anesthesia was maintained with sevoflurane and nitrous

oxide. The duration of surgery was 62 min. The inhalational

agents were then discontinued, and the patient was trans-

ferred to the postanesthesia care unit where mechanical

ventilation was maintained. Return of movement in the

infant’s upper limbs was first noted 7 hr and 26 min after

administration of spinal anesthesia, with complete recovery

of motor function in all limbs 8 hr after block administra-

tion. The trachea was then extubated. The first need for

rescue analgesia was at 8 hr and 17 min. The patient was

observed for 72 hr in the step-down unit where no apneic

episodes, desaturation, or hemodynamic instability were

noted.

Intrathecal doses of bupivacaine 0.5 mg � kg-1 and

clonidine 1 lg � kg-1, normally provide spinal blockade

without adverse effects.1 The total volume given was

0.53 mL or approximately 0.1 mL � kg-1. In infants, vol-

umes of up to 0.2 mL � kg-1 have been used without

significant adverse effects. The flaccidity of limb muscles,

prolonged sedation, and respiratory depression suggests the

occurrence of CNS toxicity with clonidine. Such toxicity

has been observed with various routes of administration of

clonidine, including eye drops.2 Common clinical features

of clonidine toxicity are variable and include somnolence-

lethargy (96%), miosis (56%), and respiratory depression

(48%), with treatment being mainly supportive.3 Children

seem to be unusually sensitive to the depressant effects of

clonidine. In this case, the intrathecally administered clo-

nidine–bupivacaine mixture might have caused CNS

toxicity due to cephalad spread of clonidine. As a result,

CNS manifestations, such as somnolence, hypotonia, and

respiratory depression, were produced without effects on

other organ systems. On its own, a high level of spinal

anesthesia produces sedation, but the block is expected to
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recede and resolve within 70–90 min, contrary to the

observations in the present case.4 The paradoxical breath-

ing observed initially may have been due to high spinal

anesthesia or to clonidine-induced respiratory depression.

In a recent case report,5 an intrathecal clonidine–bupiva-

caine mixture produced a high spinal blockade lasting

90 min. It is suggested that anesthesiologists exercise

caution when using intrathecal a-2 agonists with local

anesthetics in infants. Routine use of intrathecal clonidine

should be avoided until further randomized controlled trials

or surveillance studies determine its safety and establish a

clear indication for its use.

Conflicts of interest None declared.
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