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Septic arthritis of a lumbar facet joint (SALFJ) is a
very rare condition. It has mostly been described in
adults. Only one other paediatric case has been
reported. 
We present a case of septic arthritis of the left L5-S1

lumbar facet joint, associated with epiduritis and
paraspinal abscess, in an 8-year-old boy.
Plain radiographs and Technetium bone scan were
negative. The diagnosis was made by blood cultures,
which isolated staphylococcus epidermidis, and by
MRI. The child was treated successfully with anti-
biotics only.

CASE REPORT

An 8-year-old boy without antecedents was hos-
pitalised with acute severe back pain since 5 days,
without a history of trauma.

Clinical examination revealed a temperature of
39°C, a left painful paraspinal mass, and stiffness of
the lumbar spine. No neurological deficit was found.

Laboratory findings : a white blood cell count of
15.500/mm3 with 90% polymorphs, and an erythro-
cyte sedimentation rate of 105 mm in the first hour.
Two blood cultures were positive for staphylo-
coccus epidermidis.

Plain radiographs of the lumbar spine did not
reveal any bone lesion, except disappearance of the
lumbar lordosis. Ultrasound detected only oedema
of the paraspinal soft tissues corresponding to the
paraspinal mass. Magnetic resonance imaging
(MRI) was performed 3 days after admission and
showed effusion in the left L5-S1 facet joint, inflam-
matory changes in the adjacent paraspinal muscles,

and posterior epiduritis (fig 1). There was no evi-
dence of discitis, vertebral osteomyelitis or psoas
abscess. A three-phase Technetium-99 bone scinti-
graphy, performed 2 weeks after onset, demonstrat-
ed slight uptake laterally at the level of the
paraspinal mass (fig 2).

The boy was treated conservatively with appro-
priate antimicrobials given intravenously for
10 days, then orally for one month. After one week
of treatment, he became apyretic and free of pain.
Eighteen months later he remained free of symp-
toms. Plain radiographs showed sclerosis of the
subchondral bone of the left L5-S1 facet joint.

DISCUSSION

Epidemiology

Septic arthritis of a facet joint (SAFJ) is a very
rare condition. In 2002 only 40 cases had been re-
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ported (21). The exact incidence of this entity is
unknown. In 1981, David-Chaussé reported a sin-
gle case of SAFJ in a series of 491 spinal infec-
tions : an incidence of 0.2% (5). This is less com-
mon than the 4% (6 of 140 cases of pyogenic spinal
infection) reported by Muffoletto et al in 2001 (15).
The paucity of reports and the discrepancy in
occurrence may be partly explained by underdiag-
nosis, resulting from unfamiliarity with the condi-
tion (4, 15). Ergan et al think that SAFJ may be more
common than is usually believed (9). There is a
slight male preponderance among the cases collect-
ed from the literature by Muffoletto et al (17 out of
31 patients) (15). Adults are more frequently affect-
ed, at an average age of 60 years (6, 8, 9, 15). To our
knowledge, only one other paediatric case has been
reported : the patient was a 10-year-old boy (13).
Our patient is probably the youngest with SAFJ.
The lumbar spine is predominantly affected (8, 9,

15). According to Douvrin et al, only 3 cases of cer-
vical SAFJ have been reported in the literature (8).
We found only one reported case of thoracic
SAFJ (19). Among 16 cases in which the level was
specified, Ergan et al found involvement of the L4-

Acta Orthopædica Belgica, Vol. 70 - 3 - 2004

Fig. 1. — MRI : widening of left L5-S1 facet joint with posterior epiduritis and left paraspinal abscess

Fig. 2. — Technetium bone scintigram : increased uptake at
the level of the left L5-S1 facet joint.
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L5 facet joint in 8 cases (50%) (9). Bilateral facet
joint involvement at one level has also been de-
scribed (7, 15). Immunodeficiency is a predisposing
factor : diabetes mellitus, alcohol abuse and chron-
ic steroid usage are the most common risk factors
(8, 9, 15, 16).

Aetiology

SAFJ is often haematogenous : septicemia and
positive blood cultures (frequently Staphylococcus
aureus) were mentioned many times (3, 8, 14).
Likewise, one case was associated with endocardi-
tis (6), and one with septic arthritis of the sterno-
clavicular joint (4). SAFJ can also be caused by
contiguity, or by direct inoculation by epidural
catheters, facet joint infiltrations, discectomies or
spinal surgery (2, 3, 8, 14, 16, 17, 18).

The exact pathogenesis of SAFJ, and the reason
why this condition is less common than discitis,
remain unknown. Ergan et al thought about a rela-
tion with characteristics of the vascular supply (9).
Halpin and Gibson reported a case arising after
back strain ; he suggested that a secondary effusion
or haemarthrosis in a facet joint allowed its coloni-
sation by bacteria (12). Ergan et al and Derouet et al
thought that degenerative lesions in the facet joints
may constitute an increased risk for bacterial infec-
tion (6, 9).

Clinical picture

The clinical picture of SAFJ is similar to that of
spondylodiscitis. It includes back pain at rest and
with activity. Patients may be febrile (1, 3, 8, 15), and
may present with stiffness and a mass (4), as in our
case. The intensity of pain and fever is variable (3,

4, 6, 9). Dauwe et al noted that forceful hyperexten-
sion sharpened the pain, whereas flexion reduced
it ; lumbar motion was restricted in all directions,
and the straight leg raising test increased the back
pain (4). These clinical signs are not specific and
may suggest other diagnoses like primary spinal
muscle abscess (20), tumours (2, 8), or isolated epi-
dural abscess (8, 15), but spondylodiscitis is usually
suspected (3, 4, 8, 14, 15). In SAFJ, pain and tender-
ness tend to be situated more laterally. The com-

plaints start more acutely, with greater severity in
the early stages (4, 9, 12, 15). In lumbar SAFJ, the
pain may radiate into the flank, buttocks or thighs
and tend to mimic other diagnoses, including acute
lumbago, symptomatic sciatica (3, 4, 15, 17) or even
pyelonephritis (1). Patients may present neurologi-
cal complications, often radicular in nature, and
sometimes severe deficits. Cauda equina syndrome
was reported in some cases (8, 14, 15). Thus, a high
index of clinical suspiscion is necessary for early
and accurate diagnosis to prevent neurological defi-
cits in SAFJ. These neurological complications are
produced by epidural abscess formation. In fact,
infection of a facet joint may spread contiguously
to the epidural space and to the paraspinal muscu-
lature (1, 3, 8, 9, 15). In the literature review of
Douvrin et al, epidural abscess was reported in
50% of the cases (8). Combining previous series
and their own cases, Muffoletto et al found an epi-
dural abscess in 25%, epidural granulation in 38 %
and a paraspinal abscess in 39% (15). This decom-
pression into soft tissues may explain in some cases
the benign clinical presentation (3, 12). Some
authors think that facet joint, posterior epidural
space and paraspinal muscles are involved conco-
mitantly because of their common arterial supply
(9, 14). Intradural extension has also been reported
(21).

Laboratory data

Laboratory data are similar to those found in
spondylodiscitis. Leukocyte counts are inconsis-
tently elevated (50% of the cases), but erythrocyte
sedimentation rate (ESR) and C-reactive protein
(CRP) are always elevated (4, 9, 14, 15). Staphylo-
coccus aureus is the most commonly reported
causative organism. Other bacteria, such as strepto-
coccus and gram-negative rods, are reported less
frequently (3, 6, 8, 9, 14, 15). Staphylococcus epider-
midis has also been identified, exactly as in our
case, but secondary to infection of an epidural
catheter (18). Identification of the infecting organ-
ism is usually obtained by blood culture, which is
positive in 50% of the cases (4, 8). Surgery or per-
cutaneous aspiration of the facet joint or paraspinal
abscess under fluoroscopic, ultrasonographic or
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tomodensitometric guidance may directly isolate
the germ (3, 6, 8, 9, 15). In some authors’ opinion,
aspiration is warranted only if blood cultures fail to
recover the organism or if the septic nature of the
arthritis is still in doubt (6, 9). Positive tissue
cultures are found in 75% of the cases, and either
positive tissue or positive blood cultures can be
obtained approximately 95% of the time (15).

Imaging

Clinical and biological data are often insufficient
to diagnose SAFJ. Imaging studies are essential for
diagnosis and also for evaluation of infection
spread. Plain radiographs are of no value in the ini-
tial stages of the disease : bone abnormalities
become visible only after several weeks of evolu-
tion : 3 weeks to 3 months (6, 14, 15). Moreover,
these abnormalities are apparent only on oblique
views (9, 15). Joint space narrowing or irregularities
of joint facets are the early radiological signs.
Subsequent radiographs reveal subchondral ero-
sions, joint space narrowing or widening (8, 9, 14, 15).

Bone scan abnormalities are visible earlier, on
average one to two weeks before radiographic
changes (8, 9). Furthermore, bone scintigraphy is a
very sensitive investigation in detecting infective
processes. According to Muffoletto et al, tech-
netium 99m bone scintigraphy is 100% sensitive in
detecting SAFJ, as early as 3 days after the onset of
symptoms (15). In the series of Ergan et al, mean
time to positivity of the radionuclide bone scan was
one month (9). Technetium bone scan has no spatial
resolution and is not specific. Some authors advo-
cate a gallium bone scan to increase the specificity,
and single proton emission computed tomography
(SPECT) to more clearly show the involvement of
the posterior vertebral arch (1, 4, 9, 15, 16, 18). SPECT
images with a laterally-located hot spot, a vertical
long axis and greater hyperactivity on the posterior
projection are typical ; in spondylodiscitis a hori-
zontal long axis is seen (2, 3, 6, 8, 9, 14, 16). As in our
case, a false negative bone scan does not exclude
the diagnosis. Dauwe et al even reported a case
with a negative gallium scintigraphy (4). Ergan et al
saw one false negative technetium scan in a series
of 6 cases ; it had been performed 2 weeks after

onset (9). Pilleul and Garcia reported one aspecific
and one false negative bone scintigram (19).

Computed tomography (CT) has been reported
to allow early diagnosis, as well as determination
of the exact localisation and extent of infection (4,

8, 14). In the first week, CT scan identifies the
inflammatory changes in the facet joint and adja-
cent soft tissues. Later on (2 weeks after onset),
erosions and joint space narrowing or widening
become visible (8, 9, 14). Sensitivity and specificity
of CT scan are high in establishing the diagnosis of
SAFJ (9). Contrast enhanced CT scan improves the
specificity by showing abscesses in contiguous soft
tissues (9, 14). CT scan also allows percutaneous
guided aspiration or drainage of the involved facet
joint or paraspinal muscle abscess (14, 15).

Today, gadolinium-enhanced MRI appears to be
the imaging modality of choice in diagnosing
SAFJ, especially in its earliest stages (11, 14, 19). In
Muffoletto et al’s literature review, 17 out of 19
cases (89%) demonstrated MRI changes, consistent
with SAFJ, as early as days after onset (15). MRI
ranks high in detecting and delineating the extent
of soft tissue involvement, including abscess for-
mation (6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 14, 15). MRI was more sensitive
than computed tomography in detecting an epidur-
al abscess in a case reported by Douvrin et al (8).
Furthermore, MRI easily rules out other affections
having the same clinical presentation, especially
spondylodiscitis (14).

Treatment

There are no firm statements about the ideal
treatment of SAFJ (4). Swayne et al have suggested
that SAFJ might often heal without treatment, by
spontaneous decompression of the joint effusion in
the adjacent soft tissues (22). Spread to the spinal
canal may lead to an epidural abscess, and eventu-
ally to a neurological deficit. There is no consensus
about the management of SAFJ with epidural and
paraspinal abscesses without neurological compli-
cations. In many cases, they have been successfully
treated with antibiotics only (3, 6, 7, 8, 14). However,
such a good evolution cannot always be guaran-
teed, and even paraplegia may follow. Therefore,
some authors recommend percutaneous drainage,
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combined with antibiotics (15). In case of epidural
abscess with neurological deficit, laminectomy and
decompression of the epidural space are mandato-
ry (1, 9, 14, 15).

The optimal antibiotic regimen is not yet estab-
lished. Some authors suggest that regimens
designed for spondylodiscitis are also effective in
SAFJ (9, 15). Intravenous anti-staphylococcal anti-
biotics are initiated as soon as samples are
obtained. Later on, the treatment is adapted to the
isolated organism and its sensitivity. Intravenous
therapy is most often continued for 2 to 3 weeks,
after which oral treatment is started for 4 to 16
weeks (9, 15). Some authors have recommended
bracing for 2 or 3 months (4, 12). On the whole, out-
come is favourable. However, persistent low back
pain has been reported (2, 6, 9, 12).
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