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Occipital Radiofrequency Ablation

Occipital radiofrequency ablation is used to treat occipital neuralgia, a condition that causes extreme headaches which
are often accompanied by pain behind the eyes, light sensitivity and an ultra-sensitive scalp. The procedure involves
the ablation or heating of the occipital nerves under local anaesthetic to stop them sending pain signals to the brain.

The occipital nerves run from the top of the spinal column, arising between the
first and second cervical vertebrae, up to the back of the scalp. These nerves are
responsible for the feeling in the back and top of the head. When these nerves
become irritated or inflamed, severe and chronic headaches may occur.

The pain associated with occipital nerve irritation will often start at the base of the skull on one side of the head. The
pain may extend to the temple, forehead and behind the eyes or radiate down the neck. The scalp may be ultra-
sensitive to touch and the eyes especially sensitive to light. Occipital neuralgia can be caused by trauma to the back of
the head, spondylosis of the cervical facet joints, whiplash injuries, tumours and some inflammatory conditions.

Occipital radiofrequency ablation is done as an inpatient by a radiologist or pain specialist. You are awake for the
procedure however sedation is available. You may need to fast for a short period beforehand and please inform your
specialist if you are taking any blood thinning medications such as Aspirin or Warfarin as these may need to be ceased.
Please ensure you bring any relevant scans with you.

You will lie on your stomach on an X-ray table and the specialist will identify the target location. The site will be cleaned
before a local anaesthetic is injected into the scalp. Using X-ray guidance, the specialist will insert a needle into the
target site and the radiofrequency ablation (high-frequency heat) will be applied. You should not feel any pain.

The procedure will take 30-60 minutes. Once completed, you will be observed for ill-effects for a short time before
being discharged. Please ensure you have someone to drive you home. Although some immediate pain relief will be
felt, it will take 4-6 weeks before sustained pain relief is achieved.

Side effects after this procedure are rare but may include:

e Worsening pain at the injection site
e Infection of the skin or injection point
e Allergic reaction to the medication

If you have any concerns, please contact the radiology department where you underwent the procedure.
Please call 000 if you are affected by any life-threatening symptoms.
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