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Treatment of Bowel Dysfunction in Systemic Sclerosis

Bowel symptoms affect the majority of patients with scleroderma. Typically the
symptoms include constipation, diarrhoea and faecal incontinence. However,
they are not often discussed by the patient due to embarrassmen! and are not
managed well by specialists as the cause is not well-understood nor are
acceptable treatments available.

Faecal incontinence occurs when a person passes faeces without the usual
control and is thought to occur due to anal muscle abnormalities. This can be
confused with symptoms ofdiarrhoea and overflow diarrhoea in constipation.
This is supported by the observation that sacral nerve stimulation may help
patients with this distressing symptom. This is an operative procedure to
stimulate the bowel nerves using electricity pulses sent from an implanted
device in the buttock. This is expensive, invasive and not widely available.
Posterior nerve stimulation (PTNSJ is a less invasive means of nerve simulation
and is seen to be effective in constipation and incontinence in non-scleroderma
patients. This is a simpler method of stimulating a nerve in the lower leg with a
small needle to achieve the same effect as SNS. We are currently investigating if
PTNS has a role in scleroderma patients with these symptoms and have achieved
ethical approval. Scleroderma patients are currently being recruited for the trial
when they attend the Royal Free Hospital clinic. So far 25 scleroderma patients
have entered the trial with promising results with PTNS treatment.

Constipation in scleroderma is poorly responsive to laxative treatment, which is
standard practice. Prucalopride is a non-[axative treatment which has been
licenced for constipation in females. It accelerates the rate of movement through
the gut by acting on nerves and muscle in the intestine. It could represent an
ideal agent as dysfunctional gut nerves are thought to be the cause of
constipation in SSc. We are currently trying to seek ethical and Medicines and
Healthcare Regulatory Agency (MHRAJ approval and hope to start this study in
female scleroderma patients seen at the Royal Free Hospital soon.


