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H
istorically, spine procedures 

and fusions required surgeons 

to make a large incision on 

the patient’s back. This would allow 

surgeons to identify certain anatomic 

features on the vertebrae which help 

to determine where screws should 

go. This technique would be coupled 

with the use of intraoperative X-Rays, 

prolonging surgical time and radiation 

exposure. During each surgery, 

surgeons had to cut through a lot of 

muscle in the back, making recovery a 

longer process for patients.

But spine surgery has undergone 

tremendous changes. 

Zachary Tan, M.D., F.R.C.S.C., a 

fellowship-trained spine surgeon at 

Hampton Roads Orthopaedics Spine & 

Sports Medicine, says new technology 

is helping physicians to make smaller 

incisions and perform more accurate 

surgeries.

“We have so much technology at our 

disposal that allows us to see into the 

spine so we do not need to expose all 

that anatomy anymore,” says Dr. Tan.

Dr. Tan and other spine experts at 
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We have so much 
technology at our 
disposal that allows us 
to see into the spine 
so we do not need to 
expose all that anatomy 
anymore.”

Dr. Tan uses a spine model to show patients 

which vertebrae is causing problems.

Dr. Tan discusses computerized navigation 

he will be using during spine surgery with his 

patient. 

better patient outcomes. 

With less damage done to muscles, 

the patient may only spend one or 

two days in the hospital after surgery 

instead of three or four. The patient 

may also be out of bed faster and 

need less pain medicine during 

recovery. Best of all, muscle-sparing 

lower back surgery will also help to 

maximize long-term outcomes following 

spine surgery. 

Dr. Tan says that with new 

technology, surgical approaches, and 

tools, patients should feel safer and 

more confi dent in the hands of spine 

surgeons. “A fast recovery and return 

to function is of paramount importance 

to patients,” says Dr. Tan. “We truly 

have the tools to do what is best for 

our patients.”

Dr. Tan makes a small initial incision 

in the spine and takes a picture of the 

exposed vertebrae. The computerized 

navigation system then uses the 

picture and the pre-operative CT scan 

to create a map for surgery.

“It allows us in real-time to 

determine where we should best 

place our surgical instruments and 

implants,” says Dr. Tan. “That is 

benefi cial because we don’t have to 

expose a large part of the spine and 

can minimize muscle damage. It really 

allows us to safely and effi ciently 

install spinal hardware with a high 

degree of accuracy.”

Spine surgeons can also take a 

new approach to lower back surgery. 

Instead of going through the large 

muscles in the back, surgeons can get 

to the spine through a small incision 

in the side of the abdomen. This new 

approach can even be paired with the 

computerized navigation, leading to 

Dr. Zachary Tan is a Board Certifi ed orthopaedic surgeon and is fellowship-trained 

in spine surgery. After completing his surgical residency training at the University of 

Toronto, he remained for an additional one-year fellowship in spine surgery focusing 

on the management of spine trauma, oncology, deformity, and degenerative diseases. 

Dr. Tan specializes in minimally invasive muscle-sparing spinal surgery, and total joint 

replacement surgery. 

HROSM use computerized navigation 

to perform surgeries. This technology 

uses a low dose CT scan of the spine, 

taken before surgery. During surgery, 
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