
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Knee arthroscopy for patients 
with osteoarthritis 
 

NHS Devon  
 

Commissioning policy 
 
Arthroscopic knee washout (lavage and debridement) is not routinely commissioned 
in Devon as a treatment for osteoarthritis. 
 
Referral for arthroscopic lavage and debridement should not be offered as part of 
treatment for osteoarthritis, unless the person has knee osteoarthritis with a clear 
history of mechanical locking.  
 
More effective treatment includes exercise programmes, losing weight (if necessary) 
and managing pain. Osteoarthritis is relatively common in older age groups. Where 
symptoms do not resolve after non-operative treatment, referral for consideration of 
knee replacement, or joint preserving surgery such as osteotomy is appropriate. 
 

Rationale for the decision 
 
Arthroscopic washout of the knee is an operation where an arthroscope (camera) is 
inserted into the knee along with fluid. Occasionally loose debris drains out with the 
fluid, or debridement, (surgical removal of damaged cartilage) is performed, but the 
procedure does not improve symptoms or function of the knee joint.  
 
NHS England Evidence-Based Interventions guidance notes that the National 
Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) has reviewed the evidence for how 
well knee washout works for people with osteoarthritis. Seven clinical trials and three 
case studies have shown that knee wash out for people with osteoarthritis did not 
reduce pain nor improve how well their knees worked. There was a small increased 
risk of bleeding inside the knee joint (haemarthrosis) (2%) or blood clot in the leg 
(deep vein thrombosis) (0.5%). 
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Guidance notes on exceptionality 
 
Where the circumstances of treatment for an individual patient do not meet the 
criteria described above exceptional funding can be sought. Individual cases will be 
reviewed by the appropriate panel of the ICB upon receipt of a completed application 
from the patient’s GP, consultant or clinician. Applications cannot be considered from 
patients personally. 
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