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LETTERS TO
THE EDITOR

An alternative view of 5-ASA
formulations

EDITOR,-While most ofthe leading article by
Gunnar Jamerot is factual, the personal con-
clusions contain assumptions that are difficult
to substantiate (Gut 1994 35: 1155-8).

All the formulations that deliver 5-amino-
salicylic acid (5-ASA) to the colon are of clin-
ical value as maintenance treatment and in
disease of mild to moderate activity.
Comparison of their relative merits is fraught
with difficulty because none of the systems for
colonic delivery is ideal - problems may occur
in the presence of severe diarrhoea and after
surgical resection because of inadequate
release to produce a topical mucosal effect.
The propensity of olsalazine (Dipentum) to
provoke diarrhoea in about 20% of patients
with up to 50% appearing intact in the stools
of patients with diarrhoea, limits both patient
acceptance and colonic availability.' The
highest mucosal concentrations of 5-ASA
have been with mesalazine (Asacol).2

Sulphasalazine should no longer be used as
first choice. Even patients who appear to take
it without problems often feel better when
changed to mesalazine - we suspect they
tolerate reduced 'well being' with sulphasa-
lazine, which improves when the drug is dis-
continued.3 Furthermore, increased doses of
sulphasalazine with greater disease activity are
associated with dose related side effects
caused by the sulphonamide - undesirable in
the face of current alternatives.
The controversy that surrounds renal prob-

lems with 5-ASA is whether they are 'idiosyn-
cratic' or 'dose related'. Idiosyncratic lesions
are uncommon, independent of dose, and
occur with a frequency that reflects prescrib-
ing patterns for the different preparations.
Dose related lesions may occur in those given
high doses or formulations that produce high
plasma concentrations. Patients have been
reported with interstitial nephritis, glomerulo-
nephritis, nephrotic syndrome, raised plasma
creatinine, and renal failure. In general clini-
cal practice a wide range of drugs is known to
cause interstitial nephritis, resulting from a
hypersensitivity rather than a dose related
effect.4 The formulations to deliver
5-ASA that have been associated with renal
problems included Asacol, Dipentum,
Pentasa, and Salofalk as well as sulpha-
salazine itself.

Adverse drug reactions reported in the UK
for sulphasalazine include nephrotic syndrome
(10 reactions), interstitial nephritis (2),
glomerulonephritis (4), and renal impairment
or failure (12) (Medicines Control Agency,
personal communication); the renal safety of
this drug is perhaps less than is implied in the
article. Most cases reported in the UK, associ-
ated with new formulations of 5-ASA have
been linked with Asacol, which holds about
90%/ of the market for these preparations. One
case of interstitial nephritis associated with
Dipentum has been identified in the UK with
other renal cases in the USA and on the
Continent. Absolute numbers reported with
each formulation have little significance - but

the occurrence of renal problems with each
formulation identifies a general problem.
The clinical details of reported renal cases

have varied, but concurrent use of other drugs
with limited information about previous renal
function have often made it difficult to draw
firm conclusions. Groups of patients who
have taken high doses of Asacol for prolonged
periods are reported without renal lesions.
Comparatively high plasma concentrations
and high intestinal absorption have been
noted with Salofalk5 but renal problems have
been few with this preparation. There is little
to support the suggestion that renal lesions
are dose related in patients treated for inflam-
matory bowel disease.

In conclusion, all the 'new alternatives' for
administration of 5-ASA to patients with
inflammatory bowel disease are preferable to
sulphasalazine. but clinicians should be aware
of the potential for renal problems with any
formulation of 5-ASA.
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Reply

EDITOR,-The title of my leading article was
New salicylates as maintenance treatment in
ulcerative colitis. The paper by Rijk et all was a
study of 20 patients with inflammatory bowel
disease. Fifteen of these patients had Crohn's
disease. One of the five patients with ulcera-
tive colitis had moderately severe disease. My
leading article does not discuss Crohn's dis-
ease or the role of 5-ASA in active ulcerative
colitis. The method used by Rijk et al, how-
ever, does not permit distinction between
5-ASA in the faeces, which has been released
from the various mesalazine formulations
from that which still remains in the tablets.
Therefore, the results are difficult to interpret
but it is obvious from his work that the faecal
excretion of 5-ASA is increased during a diar-
rhoeal state and also with the various
mesalazine formulations. It seems reasonable
to conclude that during diarrhoea the dose of
both azo-based and pure 5-ASA must be
increased.
The study by De Vos et at' on mucosal con-

centrations of 5-ASA and Ac-5-ASA is also
difficult or even impossible to evaluate.
Certainly they found higher mucosal 5-ASA
concentrations after the Asacol than other

preparations. The patients were given sodium-
picosulfate, however, during day 5-8 of the
eight days they were receiving treatment.
Furthermore, before colonoscopy and biopsy
they were prepared with colonic lavage with
Endopeg solution. As the authors point out in
their paper 'this washout interferes with the
pharmacokinetic profiles of the preparations'.
They also remark that 'the acceleration of
transit shortens the time available for bacteria
to split the azo-bond. The sterilisation of the
gut by the washout can even prevent the cleav-
age'. Finally, they say 'because of the proved
clinical efficacy of Salazopyrin, despite very
low mucosal concentrations, studies to corre-
late these concentrations with clinical benefit
are necessary'.
The question regarding the possible renal

toxicity induced by various 5-ASA based drugs
is more problematic. At present we know very
little about how often renal manifestations can
be one of many extraintestinal manifestations
of ulcerative colitis. The results by Sninsky
et aP show that minimal change renal disease
can also be a common manifestation in
untreated ulcerative colitis. If so, it seems to be
of no important clinical significance. If the
interstitial nephritis was caused by idiosyn-
cracy it would be reasonable to assume that
during more than 50 years sulphasalazine use it
should have been reported more frequently.
What is puzzling is that this side effect has been
more frequently seen after introduction of
mesalazine formulations. Therefore it seems
reasonable to speculate on the importance of
the formulation. The release of 5-ASA depen-
dent drugs depends on intestinal pH and
gastric emptying. In my leader I put forward a
hypothesis that dose related interstitial nephri-
tis can occur in patients taking snacks between
meals postponing the gastric emptying of the
total daily dose until night, provided the sub-
ject had an unfortunately high small intestinal
pH. In such a case serum peaks can be
achieved, which at least in animals are nephro-
toxic.4 A similar event might occur in patients
taking sulphasalazine or olsalazine if they have
a pathological small bowel flora reducing the
azo-bond already in the small gut so that
5-ASA is released above the colon. If this
hypothesis is correct, study of groups of
patients is of little value as only subjects with
special dietary habits in combination with an
abnormal small intestinal pH will develop side
effects.

During 1984-1994, 35 renal side effects of
sulphasalazine have been reported world wide
to Pharmacia AB, Sweden. One case of inter-
stitial nephritis and eight cases of nephrotic
syndromes. Since mesalazine was released in
the UK 72 cases are said to have been
reported to the Committee on Safety of
Medicines. One case has been on olsalazine.
That patient had been treated with Asacol for
about two years before being switched to
olsalazine. After two to three months receiv-
ing olsalazine the interstitial nephritis was
diagnosed. No laboratory data are available,
however, from the time of change of treat-
ment (Pharmacia, personal communication).

As I only have data obtained by personal
communication with Pharmacia it seems
important to get an objective report from the
Committee on Safety of Medicines where the
frequency of renal side effects with the various
5-ASA based formulations are described in
relation to the number of prescribed daily
doses.
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