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Understanding Septal Perforations

When There's a Hole in Your Septum

What Is a Septal Perforation?

A septal perforation is a hole in the nasal septum—the wall of cartilage and tissue that divides your
nose into two passages. These holes can range from tiny (a few millimetres) to very large (involving
most of the septum).

Septal perforations are relatively uncommon, but when they occur, they can be challenging to manage.
Understanding what causes them, how they affect breathing, and why repair is so difficult will help you
make informed decisions about your care.

What Causes Septal Perforations?

Perforations can develop from many different causes:

* Previous Nasal Surgery: Septoplasty or other nasal surgeries can occasionally result in a
perforation, particularly if the mucosal lining is torn on both sides of the septum in the same
location. This is the most common cause.

* Trauma: A direct blow to the nose can damage the septum. More commonly, an untreated
septal hematoma after trauma can destroy the cartilage.

* Cocaine Use: Cocaine is directly toxic to the nasal lining and its blood supply. Chronic use
commonly leads to septal perforation.

+ Digital Trauma (Nose Picking): Habitual nose picking can traumatize the same spot
repeatedly, eventually creating a hole.

* Inflammatory and Autoimmune Diseases: Conditions like granulomatosis with polyangiitis
(GPA), sarcoidosis, and lupus can destroy septal tissue.

Important Note About Cause

Determining the cause of a septal perforation is important. Some causes (like autoimmune diseases) require
treatment of the underlying condition, or the perforation will worsen or recur after repair.

Symptoms of Septal Perforation
Symptoms vary widely depending on the size and location of the perforation:

* A whistling sound during breathing—more common with small perforations
» Crusting around the edges of the perforation

* Recurrent nosebleeds

* Nasal obstruction, particularly with larger perforations

* Dryness of the nasal passages

Interestingly, small perforations often cause more whistling than large ones. This is because air passing
through a small hole creates turbulence and noise, while a large hole allows air to pass more freely.
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Why Are Septal Perforations So Difficult to Repair?

Septal perforation repair is one of the most challenging procedures in nasal surgery. Success rates
vary widely—from 50% to over 90%—depending on the size of the perforation, its cause, and the
technique used.

The Fundamental Problem

To close a perforation, you need to bring healthy, well-vascularized tissue from both sides of the septum
together without tension. The septum has limited blood supply to begin with, and the tissue around a
perforation is often scarred or unhealthy. The tissue is already under tension and challenging to move to a
new location to cover the hole. Tension or poor blood supply leads to breakdown and failure of the surgery.

Specific challenges include:
* Tissue Doesn't Heal Spontaneously: Unlike skin elsewhere on the body, holes in the septum
don't heal on their own. In fact, they typically enlarge over time.

* Need to Close Both Sides: A successful repair requires closing the hole on both sides of the
septum as well as providing structural support in between.

* Limited Available Tissue: There's only so much tissue available to work with. Stretching tissue
creates tension, and tension leads to failure.

Size and Success Rates

Perforations are generally classified by size:

* Small: Less than 1 cm: 80-90% success rate

* Medium: 1-2 cm: 60-80% success rate

* Large: Greater than 2 cm: <50% success rate

» Subtotal/Total: Most of septum destroyed: Often not repairable

Treatment Options

Treatment depends on symptoms, perforation size, cause, and patient goals:

+ Observation and Conservative Management: If a perforation causes minimal symptoms,
treatment may not be necessary. Regular monitoring and saline rinses can keep the edges
healthy.

+ Septal Button (Prosthetic): A septal button is a soft silicone prosthetic that covers the hole. It
can eliminate whistling and reduce crusting without surgery.

+ Surgical Repair: Surgery attempts to permanently close the perforation using tissue flaps and
grafts. Success depends heavily on size and tissue quality.

Important

The consequences of a failed repair can be significant. A failed repair often results in a perforation larger
than the original. This is why patient selection, timing, and technique are so critical—and why some surgeons
recommend against attempting repair in unfavourable cases.
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Living with a Septal Perforation

If repair isn't feasible, the following measures can help manage symptoms:

* Use saline rinses 2-3 times daily to keep the nose moist

* Apply water-based nasal gel to the edges of the perforation

* Use a humidifier, especially during dry winter months

» Consider a septal button if whistling or symptoms are bothersome
* Have regular follow-up to monitor for enlargement
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