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BACKGROUND: Locally advanced rectal carcinoma has a poor prognosis. However,
since the introduction of preoperative radiotherapy, the outcome of patients with
rectal carcinoma has been reported to have improved. Nevertheless, to the au-
thors” knowledge few data are available regarding the histopathologic response to
radiotherapy as assessed on surgical specimens as a potential predictive factor for
outcome.

METHODS: To estimate the effect of radiotherapy on rectal carcinoma, the authors
retrospectively reviewed the surgical specimens of 102 patients with T3-4, NO or
= N1 rectal carcinoma and 1 patient with T2 but N1 rectal carcinoma. All patients
were treated preoperatively with a hyperfractionated accelerated radiotherapy
schedule in a prospective protocol (Trial 93-01). Using a standardized approach,
tumor regression was graded using a system that varies from Grade 1 (tumor
regression Grade [TRG] 1) when complete tumor regression is observed to Grade 5
(TRG5) when no tumor regression is observed.

RESULTS: Radiotherapy resulted in tumor downstaging in 43% of the patients.
There were 2 pT1 tumors (2%), 21 pT2 tumors (20%), 66 pT3 tumors (64%), and 14
pT4 tumors (14%) after treatment. Regional lymph nodes were involved in 55
patients (53%). None of the patients demonstrated a complete tumor regression
after radiotherapy, but in 79% of the specimens a partial tumor regression was
observed (TRG1: 0%; TRG2: 20%; TRG3: 39%; TRG4: 20%; and TRG5: 21%). The
median actuarial overall survival (OS) and disease-free survival (DFS) were 52
months. Actuarial local recurrence rates at 2 years and 5 years were 6.4% and 7.6%,
respectively. Univariate analysis showed the actuarial DFS to be significantly lower
in patients with lymph node metastases (P = 0.0004) and advanced pT stages
(pT3-4) (P = 0.03). A favorable outcome for OS, DFS, and local control was
observed in patients with TRG2-4 (i.e., responders) compared with patients with
TRG5 (i.e., nonresponders), but also in patients with low residual tumor cell
density (TRG2, 3, and 4). On multivariate analysis, TRG remained an independent
prognostic indicator for local tumor control.

CONCLUSIONS. Tumor regression as well as residual tumor cell density were found
to be predictive factors of survival in rectal carcinoma patients after preoperative
radiotherapy. Even after preoperative radiotherapy, the pathologic stage of the
surgical specimen remained a prognostic factor. The use of a standardized ap-
proach for pathologic evaluation must be implemented to allow comparison be-
tween the results of various treatment approaches. Cancer 2002;94:1121-30.

© 2002 American Cancer Society.

DOI 10.1002/cncr.10327

KEYWORDS: tumor regression, preoperative radiotherapy, locally advanced colorec-
tal carcinoma, survival.



1122 CANCER February 15, 2002 / Volume 94 / Number 4

olorectal carcinoma is a significant cause of mor-

bidity and mortality in Western populations. Rec-
tal carcinoma is characterized by a high incidence of
local recurrence (20-70%), regional lymph node me-
tastases, and distant metastases."”* Major improve-
ments have been made in the surgical control of local
disease since the introduction of the so-called total
mesorectal excision.>* Nevertheless, the incidence of
local recurrence remains high (10-30%).°° Moder-
ate- to high-dose neoadjuvant preoperative radiother-
apy has been shown to induce tumor regression and
downstaging, thus significantly improving local con-
trol.”*°7'8 The role of preoperative radiotherapy in
survival remains controversial, with some studies re-
porting a minimal effect,"”'®?° whereas in other trials
a significant impact has been shown.”"%13141621-23 1py
a recent meta-analysis, it was suggested that preoper-
ative radiotherapy significantly improves overall and
cancer specific survival but much more in patients
with Dukes Stage B and C tumors than in patients with
Dukes Stage A tumors.”* However, to our knowledge,
the histopathologic characteristics of the response of
rectal carcinoma to ionizing irradiation have been
poorly documented, and the results reported from
different studies often are contradictory. This can be
explained by the heterogeneity in clinical staging pro-
cedures and by treatment-related factors. The lack of a
standardized approach toward the pathologic assess-
ment of tumor response certainly is another source of
discrepancy.

We have developed an accelerated irradiation
schedule that completes the treatment in 2.5 weeks,
with the intention to counter tumor repopulation dur-
ing treatment and to reduce the incidence of late
complications by using hyperfractionation (i.e., reduc-
ing the dose per fraction).?® This hyperfractionated
and accelerated radiotherapy (HART) schedule imme-
diately is followed by surgery to keep the overall treat-
ment time as short as possible. HART has been tested
in patients with locally advanced rectal carcinoma,
(i.e., T3 and T4 rectal carcinomas or any T classifica-
tion providing evidence of lymph node involvement)
(Trial 93-01). We have demonstrated previously that
preoperative HART is feasible and is associated with
significantly lower toxicity compared with postopera-
tive radiotherapy.”>*® Based on this experience, a
Phase II trial has been initiated.

The purpose of the current study was to assess the
histologic response by a standardized and reproduc-
ible method and to determine its prognostic value in a
series of patients with locally advanced rectal carci-
noma who were prospectively treated with HART.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Patients

This study included 103 successive patients with lo-
cally advanced rectal carcinoma (T3-4 or any T clas-
sification but N positive) who were eligible for Trial
93-01 and were treated with HART in Lausanne, Swit-
zerland between 1992 and 1998.%>?° The ages of the
patients ranged from 28-85 years (median age, 63
years) and the gender ratio (female/male) was 1.2.
Prior to the initiation of treatment, all patients under-
went a rectal biopsy, complete clinical examination,
blood count, assessment of renal and hepatic func-
tion, and carcinoembryonic antigen (CEA) assay. Dis-
tant metastatic disease was excluded by chest X-ray,
abdominal ultrasound, and thoracoabdominal com-
puted tomography (CT) scan. The assessment of the
local extent of the tumor was based on digital rectal
examination, and completed by rectal ultrasound and
CT scan. In total, 102 patients were classified as having
T3-4 tumors. In 27 patients (26%) we suspected lymph
node involvement based on rectal ultrasound or CT
findings. One patient was classified as having T2 N1
disease. All patients were irradiated with a linear ac-
celerator with a minimal accelerating potential of 6
megavolts. The dose per fraction was 1.6 grays (Gy)
and the interfraction interval was at least 6 hours. The
total dose was increased to 41.6 Gy in 26 fractions
given over 2.5 weeks. The interval between the end of
radiotherapy and surgical resection was kept as short
as possible, usually within 6 days (median of 5 days).
An abdominal perineal resection was performed in 51
patients, a low anterior resection was performed in 50
patients, and an abdominal transanal resection was
performed in 2 patients.

Macroscopic Examination

The surgical specimens were opened on the anterior
wall and fixed in 10% buffered neutral formalin for 24
hours. The external surface of the surgical specimen
was painted with permanent ink. The whole tumor
and attached mesorectum were sliced serially in
3-4-mm slices and the whole tumor was included for
histologic examination. For assessment of perirectal
lymph nodes, adipose tissue was removed after tumor
sampling and cleared in Carnoy solution over 24
hours.

Histologic Assessment

Tumor tissue blocks were embedded in paraffin, then
cut and stained with hematoxylin and eosin according
to standard procedure. All 103 irradiated rectal tumors
were reviewed by the same pathologist (H.B.). The
tumors were classified according to the World Health



Organization classification of intestinal carcinoma®’
and staged according to the TNM classification.?® Tu-
mor regression, degree of cytonuclear atypia, intensity
of the inflammatory reaction, and the extent of necro-
sis were recorded. Tumor regression was graded ac-
cording to a method described by Mandard et al. for
the assessment of pathologic response after neoadju-
vant chemoradiotherapy in esophageal carcinomas on
a scale from 1-5 based on the presence of residual
tumor cells and the extent of fibrosis.?® Grade 1 is
defined as the absence of residual tumor and fibrosis
extending through the different layers of the rectal
wall. Grade 2 is characterized by the presence of rare
residual tumor cells scattered throughout the fibrosis
(Fig. 1a). Grade 3 involves an increase in the number
of residual cells, but the fibrosis still predominates
(Fig. 1b). Grade 4 (Fig. 1c) demonstrates residual tu-
mor outgrowing the fibrosis and Grade 5 is character-
ized by the absence of any tumor regression (Fig. 1d).
Cytonuclear atypia were classified into mild, moder-
ate, or marked (Fig. 2). Tumor necrosis was graded as
1 when it represented < 25% of the tumor mass, was
graded as 2 when it represented 25%-50% of the tu-
mor mass, was graded as 3 when it represented 50—
75% of the tumor mass, and was graded as 4 when it
represented > 75% of the tumor mass (Fig. 3). Intra-
tumor inflammatory reaction (mononuclear and gran-
ular cells) was graded as 0 when absent or mild, 1
when moderate, and 2 when extensive.

Downstaging was determined by comparing the
data regarding clinical and pathologic tumor stages.

Statistical Analysis and Follow-Up

The patients were followed for the development of
local recurrence and distant metastasis every 6
months for the first 2 years and every year thereafter.
A physical examination, serum CEA essay, chest X-ray,
and abdominal ultrasound or CT scan were included
in the follow-up procedure.

All statistical analyses were conducted using the
JUMP software (SAS, Cary, NC). A P value < 0.05 was
considered statistically significant. The correlation be-
tween necrosis, cytonuclear atypia, inflammatory re-
action, and tumor regression grade (TRG) were stud-

>

FIGURE 1. Tumor regression grading of rectal tumors in patients treated
preoperatively with radiotherapy. (1a) Tumor regression Grade (TRG) 2 is
characterized by the presence of rare residual tumor cells scattered through a
significant fibrosis. (1b) TRG3 involves an increased number of residual cells,
but the fibrosis still predominates. (1c) TRG4 demonstrates residual tumor cells
outgrowing the fibrosis. (1d) TRG5 is characterized by the absence of any tumor
regression.
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FIGURE 2. (3) Mild, (b) moderate, or (c) marked cytonuclear atypia in rectal
carcinoma treated with preoperative radiotherapy.

ied with the Pearson chi-square test. On the univariate
and multivariate analyses, overall survival (OS), dis-
ease-free survival (DFS), and local control were used
as the endpoints. On univariate analysis, survival
curves were estimated according to the Kaplan-Meier

FIGURE 3. Significant tumor necrosis involving > 75% of the tumor tissue
in a rectal carcinoma from a patient treated with preoperative radiotherapy.

method for the following pathologic variables: pT clas-
sification, pN classification, tumor types, TRG, necro-
sis, inflammation, and cytonuclear atypia. The statis-
tical significance of their differences was estimated
using the log-rank test. To increase the number of
patients per group, the categories of the various
pathologic variables also were combined for theses
analyses: pT1-2 versus pT3-4; well and moderately
differentiated adenocarcinomas versus poorly differ-
entiated and mucinous carcinomas; responder group
(TRG2-4) versus nonresponder group (TRG5); necro-
sis > 25% versus necrosis < 25%; absent, mild, or
moderate inflammatory reaction versus extensive in-
flammatory reaction; and mild or moderate cyto-
nuclear atypia versus marked cytonuclear atypia.
The multivariate survival analysis according to the
Cox proportional hazards model was constructed by
backward elimination of the following variables: pT
classification, pN classification, TRG, necrosis, inflam-
mation, and cytonuclear atypia. Patient age was not
included in this model because it was not found to be
statistically significant on the univariate analysis.

RESULTS
Pathologic Findings
Of the 103 rectal tumors 2 were pT1 (2%), 21 were pT2
(20%), 66 were pT3 (64%), and 14 were pT4 (14%). Of
all the patients, 44 (43%) had their tumor downstaged
at the time of pathologic examination (Table 1). Re-
gional lymph node metastases were found in 55 pa-
tients (53%), but there was no reported lymph node
downstaging.

The histologic variables analyzed and their corre-
lation with survival and local control are summarized



TABLE 1
Tumor Downstaging in a Series of 103 Rectal Carcinoma Patients
who were Treated with Preoperative Radiotherapy

cT2 cI3 cT4 Total
ol 1 1 0 2 (2%)
pT2 0 19 2 21 (20%)
pT3 0 45 21 66 (64%)
pT4 0 4 9 14 (14%)
Total 1 70 32 103 (100%)

in the Table 2. Tumors were classified as well, moder-
ately, and poorly differentiated adenocarcinoma in
25%, 40%, and 13% respectively, of the patients and
the remaining 22% of patients were determined to
have mucinous carcinomas. Mucinous carcinomas
were found to be associated significantly with ad-
vanced pT classification (pT3-4; P = 0.04).

None of the 103 tumors demonstrated complete
tumor regression. Partial tumor regression (TRG2-4)
was noted in 79% and no regression (TRG5) was noted
in 21% of the tumors. Of the tumors that did demon-
strate regression, 20% were TRG2, 39% were TRG3,
and 20% were TRG4. Advanced pT3-4 tumors fre-
quently demonstrated no tumor regression (TRG5) (P
= 0.01).

We found a strong correlation between the differ-
ent levels of tumor regression and necrosis. Tumors
with > 25% necrotic cells were found to have a better
histologic tumor regression than tumors with < 25%
necrotic cells (P = 0.012) (Table 3). A significant asso-
ciation was observed between cytonuclear atypia and
tumor response, with TRG5 being highest in tumors
with mild atypia and lowest in tumors with marked
atypia (P = 0.010) (Table 3). When we analyzed the
group of tumors demonstrating a partial histologic
tumor regression (TRG2-4) and those without histo-
logic tumor regression (TRG5) (Table 4), the same
correlation between necrosis, cytonuclear atypia, and
tumor response was observed. We also found a signif-
icant correlation between a partial tumor response
and the presence of extensive inflammation (P
= 0.011) (Table 4).

Survival Analysis

During follow-up (median, 40 months) 29 patients
(28.2%) developed distant metastasis and 8 patients
(7.8%) developed local recurrence. Forty-five patients
died, 34 of rectal carcinoma. The median actuarial OS
and DFS both were 52 months. The actuarial local
recurrence rates at 2 years and 5 years were 6.4% and
7.6%, respectively. The type of surgical resection did
not appear to have any influence on survival.
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The influence of the various pathologic variables
on survival and local control by univariate analysis is
summarized in Table 2. The median actuarial OS was
significantly lower in patients with lymph node me-
tastases (P = 0.0001, log-rank test) and in patients
with poorly differentiated or mucinous carcinoma (P
= 0.03, log-rank test). There was a trend toward his-
tologic response (TRG) correlating with OS (P = 0.06,
log-rank test). When grouped together, responders
(TRG2, 3, and 4) demonstrated a significantly better
overall survival than nonresponders (TRG5) (P = 0.02,
log-rank test) (Fig. 4). The median actuarial DFS was
significantly lower in patients with advanced pT dis-
ease (pT3-4) (P = 0.03, log-rank test) and those with
lymph node metastases (P = 0.0004, log-rank test). A
significant correlation was found between the differ-
ent grades of tumor response and DFS (P = 0.04,
log-rank test) (Fig 5). The DFS was longer in respond-
ers (TRG2, 3, and 4) compared with nonresponders
(TRG5) (P = 0.03, log-rank test). Local control ap-
peared to be better in responders (TRG2-4) compared
with nonresponders (TRG5) (P = 0.02, log-rank test).
Tumor downstaging did not appear to correlate with
survival.

Patients demonstrating more tumor necrosis
tended to survive longer compared with patients who
did not, but this difference did not reach statistical
significance. Features such as cytonuclear atypia and
inflammatory reaction did not appear to correlate
with survival.

Using multivariate survival analysis we found that
pT was an independent prognostic factor for OS. pT
and pN were found to be independent prognostic
factors for DFS whereas with regard to local control,
only TRG remained an independent prognostic indi-
cator.

DISCUSSION

Both local recurrence and distant metastasis after sur-
gery remain major problems in the curative approach
to rectal carcinoma. Preoperative radiation therapy
has been shown to reduce the incidence of local re-
currence and in some trials has been reported to im-
prove survival.”"'82272430-34 Therefore, this treatment
modality currently is considered part of a standard
approach.*® However, randomized trials involving
preoperative radiotherapy and surgery alone are diffi-
cult to compare because there is considerable varia-
tion in the irradiation techniques between the studies.
Discrepancies arising from these trials also may be
due to different factors such as heterogeneity in clin-
ical stages; the absence of a standardized method
for pathologic analysis; and confusion between the
pathologic stages, downstaging, and tumor regression.
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TABLE 2
Univariate Analysis of Overall and Disease Free Survival and Local Control in Patients with Postirradiated Rectal Carcinoma and
Histologic Variables
0S DFS Local control
Variables No. % P value P value P value
Pathologic tumor stage 0.5 0.16 0.7
pT1 2 2%
pT2 2 20%
pT3 66 64%
pT4 14 14%
Pathologic tumor stage (grouped) 0.18 0.03 0.7
Early pT (pT1 and pT2)
Advanced pT (pT3 and pT4)
Pathologic lymph node stage 0.0017 0.0004 04
pN+ 55 53%
pNo 48 47%
Tumor differentiation 0.06 03 04
Well differentiated 26 25%
Moderately differentiated 41 40%
Poorly differentiated 13 13%
Mucinous carcinoma 23 22%
Tumor differentiation (grouped) 0.03 0.7 0.3
Well and moderately differentiated 67 65%
Poorly differentiated and mucinous carcinoma 36 35%
TRG 0.06 0.04 0.1
1 0 0%
2 20 20%
3 40 39%
4 21 20%
5 22 21%
TRG (grouped) 0.02 0.03 0.02
Responder group (TRG 2, 3, and 4) 81 79%
Nonresponder group (TRG 5) 22 21%

0S: overall survival; DFS: disease-free survival; TRG: tumor regression grade.

TABLE 3

Correlation between Rectal Carcinoma Tumor Regression Grades 2, 3, 4,

Inflammation, and Cytonuclear Atypia

and 5 Treated Preoperatively with Radiotherapy and Tumor Necrosis,

Necrosis Inflammation Cytonuclear atypia
< 25% > 25% Absent or mild Moderate Extensive Mild Moderate Marked
TRG P =0.012 P=0.131 P =0.010
TRG2 20% 17% 15% 23% 15% 10% 18% 22%
TRG3 2% 58% 2% 46% 39% 30% 32% 45%
TRG4 25% 17% 22% 22% 23% 0% 23% 25%
TRG5 28% 8% 36% 9% 23% 60% 27% 8%

TRG: tumor regression grade.

To our knowledge to date, very few studies regarding
the histologic manifestations of tumor response to
preoperative radiotherapy have been reported and few
provide a detailed analysis of tumor regression. The
extent of the histologic response to preoperative ra-
diotherapy varies from tumor to tumor, with some
being more radioresponsive than others. Therefore,

a systematic pathologic workup is essential if one
wishes to compare the results of preoperative radio-
therapy between different groups.

We have reported previously that preoperative
HART, an innovative schedule of radiotherapy for pa-
tients with rectal carcinoma, is feasible, improves the
radical resection rate, and induces a significantly
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TABLE 4
Correlation between Tumor Responders versus Nontumor Responders and Necrosis, Inflammation, and Cytonuclear Atypias
Necrosis Inflammation Cytonuclear atypias
P =10.022 P=10.011 P =0.000
TRG < 25% > 25% Absent Moderate Extensive Mild Moderate Marked
PR (TRG2-4) 72% 92% 64% 91% 7% 40% 73% 92%
NR (TRG5) 28% 8% 36% 9% 23% 60% 27% 8%
TRG: tumor regression grade; PR: partial response; NR: no response.
1.0 1.0
0.9 | 0.9
0.8 l 0.8
TRG2
0.7 I 0.7
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0.2
0.1

months

FIGURE 4. Overall survival (0S) in the responder group (tumor regression
Grades [TRG] 2, 3, and 4) was better than in the nonresponder group (TRG 5)
(P = 0.02, log-rank test).

lower acute toxicity compared with postoperative ra-
diotherapy.>®?® Our current prospective series in-
cludes only patients with locally advanced rectal car-
cinoma who were treated with the same schedule of
preoperative HART. The objective of the current study
was to evaluate the histologic manifestations of tumor
response and its correlation with OS, DFS, and local
control. Using a standardized method, we analyzed
specifically tumor regression and histologic parame-
ters such as necrosis, inflammatory reaction, and cy-
tonuclear atypia that can influence tumor regression.

One of the first simple and reproducible grading
systems for tumor regression was described by Man-
dard et al. in patients with esophageal carcinoma who
were treated preoperatively by chemoradiotherapy.?®
More recently, Dworak et al. proposed a tumor regres-
sion grading system for rectal carcinoma (Grade 0 for
no tumor regression, Grade 1 for dominant tumor,
and Grade 3 for tumor with few cells) and demon-
strated that 16 of 17 patients treated with preoperative
chemoradiotherapy achieved a significant response,

0 10 20 30 40 50 &0 70 8O 90
Months

FIGURE 5. A significant correlation was observed between tumor regression
grade (TRG) and disease-free survival (DFS) in patients with rectal carcinoma
who were treated with preoperative radiotherapy (P = 0.03, log-rank test).

but no patient achieved complete regression of tu-
mor.*® Using the tumor regression grade elaborated by
Mandard et al., Bozzetti et al. reported a > 50% re-
sponse (TRGI, 2, and 3) in 13 of 20 patients undergo-
ing preoperative radiotherapy for rectal carcinoma,
with 1 patient achieving complete regression.*” In the
current series, we also used the grading system of
Mandard et al. for tumor regression and observed that
79% of the patients achieved a partial tumor regres-
sion and that 21% of patients demonstrated no evi-
dence of tumor regression. In contrast to some stud-
ies, we did not observe a single case of complete
tumor regression in patients with rectal carcinoma
after preoperative radiotherapy.”*>*® This might be
explained by the short delay between the end of the
radiotherapy and surgery in the schedule used in the
current study and also by the fact that only patients
with locally advanced stages of rectal carcinoma were
included in the current study compared with other
studies in which a significant proportion of patients



1128 CANCER February 15, 2002 / Volume 94 / Number 4

with ¢T1-T2 tumors was included.*® To our knowl-
edge, there have been no reports to date of complete
tumor regression occurring when surgery is per-
formed within 1 week after the end of radiotherapy, a
finding that is consistent with our own data.'®'*141617.19
In contrast, in studies with a longer interval between
the end of radiotherapy and surgery (> 10 days), com-
plete histologic regression was reported in 2-11% of
the patients.”?***~*! However, to diagnose complete
tumor regression, the entire tumor region must be
sampled and carefully screened for any small surviv-
ing foci of carcinoma by thorough histologic workup.

Results regarding a possible correlation between
survival and tumor regression are contradictory. The
results of the current study indicate that the respond-
ers (TRG2-4) have better OS, DFS, and local control
than nonresponders (TRG5). Moreover, residual tu-
mor cell density was found to be correlated highly
with DFS; however, it remains an independent prog-
nostic indicator only for local control. Some patho-
logic parameters such as necrosis, degree of cyto-
nuclear atypia, and inflammation were, as one could
expect, found to be related closely to TRG and there-
fore were not considered to be independent and were
not determined to be correlated significantly with out-
come on multivariate analysis. Berger et al. found that
OS and DFS rates for patients with a complete histo-
logic response are better but that residual tumor cell
density is not a prognostic factor.*® Kaminsky-Forrett
et al. demonstrated that patients with significant tu-
mor regression, (i.e., no residual tumor cells or only
rare foci of residual cells localized in the submucosa
and/or invaded muscularis propria) have a signifi-
cantly higher cancer specific survival rate compared
with patients without tumor regression.*®

We found, both in the current series and in accor-
dance with the literature,****3*3° that prognosis re-
mained dependent on pN status for OS, and pT and
pN status for DFS, even after radiotherapy.

Tumor downstaging has been regarded as a
marker for tumor radiosensitivity and has been re-
ported to be an important prognostic factor.33%42
However, a recent review of randomized trials of pre-
operative radiotherapy versus surgery alone demon-
strated that very few available objective and controlled
data (i.e., after pathologic review) concerning down-
staging rates were available.*® In the current series, we
observed a very high rate of downstaging (43%) but
the OS and DFS in patients whose tumors were down-
staged after preoperative radiotherapy did not appear
to improve compared with patients whose tumors
were not downstaged. The discrepancies between the
current study results and those from previous studies
may be due to the absence of a clear definition of

tumor downstaging and a frequent confusion of it
with TRG. In fact, in the current series, there was not
an apparently perfect correlation between tumor
downstaging and tumor regression, because several
tumors remained at the same pathologic stage after
radiotherapy even if the tumor cell density signifi-
cantly decreased and necrosis increased.

Results concerning lymph node downstaging also
are variable in the literature. In the current series, we
found no downstaging of lymph node metastases after
preoperative radiotherapy. In contrast, we observed a
higher incidence of positive lymph nodes on patho-
logic examination than was yielded by clinical N clas-
sification (53% vs. 27%). However, we believe this
finding merely indicates the lack of reliability of
preoperative staging by radiologic techniques. More-
over, our method of lymph node dissection by clearing
mesorectal fat significantly facilitated the detection of
lymph node metastases. In the literature data, a re-
duced number of lymph node metastases after pre-
operative radiotherapy was reported in some stud-
ies®161838.4244 \whereas in other studies no significant
difference was found.'*'"3

CONCLUSIONS

Based on this comprehensive pathologic review of 103
surgical specimens of locally advanced rectal tumors
after preoperative HART, we conclude that there is a
strong correlation between TRG and outcome. We
tentatively raise the hypothesis that TRG can be used
to stratify patients in trials, raising questions regarding
the need for postoperative adjuvant treatment.
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