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Ill. Chemical fibrosis and immunological
reaction
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Practolol peritonitis
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The inflammatory process in the peritoneum related
to the administration of practolol is characterized
by dense fibrosis. First described by Brown et al.
(1975), the disease will disappear with the intro-
duction of restrictions on the prescription of the
drug. However, the involvement of the peritoneal
membrane in drug reactions is unusual and several
clinical and pathological features of the disorder
are worthy of review.
The disease is one of the middle-aged and elderly-

that is, those who have cardiac disorders, usually
myocardial ischaemia, that have been treated with
the drug. It is found equally in the two sexes, and
in the 16 patients that we have treated or reviewed
the symptoms have usually been of small intestinal
obstruction. Thus vomiting and weight loss, some-
times considerable, have been seen in 15 of them,
while one has presented with malabsorption associ-
ated with small intestinal bacterial contamination.

In all except four patients these symptoms were
accompanied by the presence of one or more
abdominal masses. These have been in various sites
in the abdomen and have mimicked a variety of
neoplastic and other disorders. For example, the
women with lower abdominal masses had been
invariably referrred for gynaecological operations
(Trudinger and Fitchett, 1976). Many investigations
were performed on these patients, particularly before
the nature of the disorder was recognized, but the
most helpful information was obtained by barium
examination of the small bowel. Here dilatation of
the small bowel starting in the duodenum, con-
certinaing and fixation of small bowel loops, delay
in small bowel transit, and sacculatioin of some of

the small bowel, which appeared almost like normal
barium-filled colon, were all seen. Sometimes the
separation of loops of barium-filled small bowel
indicated undue peritoneal thickening.

All but one of the patients has been subject to
one or more laparotomies. The findings have
usually been identical. The visceral peritoneum is
grossly thickened and loops of gut are densely
adherent, and in some cases the whole of the small
bowel is cocooned in a fibrous bag which encircles
the whole of the small bowel from duodenum to
ileum, sparing the colon. There is no involvement
of the retroperitoneal tissues, thus distinguishing
this disorder from retroperitoneal fibrosis. Surgical
removal of the thickened peritoneum allows the
constricted small bowel to assume its normal
length.

Histological examination of resected tissue con-
firms the dense fibrosis (Fig) and shows a mild
underlying inflammatory process. Examination of
the tissue biochemically has confirmed the presence
of increased cross-links of a stable type.

Patients treated surgically have all eventually
obtained relief from chronic intestinal obstruction
though two patients died after laparotomy, one
after the first operation, the second after the third.
Postoperative complications such as further myo-
cardial infarction, pulmonary embolus, and wound
dehiscence were also seen, while other problems of
practolol toxicity such as ocular involvement made
general progress slow.

Skin (9 cases) and ocular (11 cases) involvement
were common in this group of 16 patients, while
pleural involvement, sometimes with effusion, was
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FIGURE Superficial peritoneal fibrosis with vascular adipose tissue and low-grade inflammation. Haematoxylin and
eosin. x 22

seen in three cases. Parenchymatous pulmonary usual therapeutic dosage. At first it certainly proved
fibrosis was also seen in two other patients. to be a difficult disease to diagnose. It is an un-

Practolol peritonitis was seen between one and pleasant and dangerous condition and one whose
four years after the start of practolol therapy in the precise cause is speculative.
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