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LETTERS TO
THE EDITOR

Hepatic aberrations in patients with chronic
pancreatitis

EDITOR,-The article by Jalleh et al' describes
a high frequency of portal tract changes in
operative liver biopsy specimens from 52
patients undergoing surgery for chronic pan-
creatitis (alcoholic aetiology 77%). A study by
our group in 19862 recorded the same
phenomenon in 38 consecutive non-jaundiced
patients who had a biopsy (usually per-
cutaneous) between 10 days and six months
after an attack of pancreatitis (alcoholic 8,
miscellaneous 9, idiopathic 21) which was
classified as acute in eight cases and acute on
chronic in 30 cases. The portal tracts were
abnormal in 28 cases (74%): the changes
included diffuse lymphocytic infiltration, focal
bile duct proliferation, focal ductopenia, and
features suggesting primary sclerosing
cholangitis or primary biliary cirrhosis. We
also noted subtle changes, including siderosis,
in hepatocytes occupying 10-100% of par-
enchyma in 23 cases (60%). The abnormal cells
were sometimes large and water clear and
sometimes had the typical appearance of
ground glass hepatocytes.
We suggested: (a) that the aberrations in

hepatocytes represented hepatic enzyme
induction from chronic exposure to xenobiotics
with superimposed damage from toxic
metabolites; (b) that the portal tract disturb-
ances were initiated by the entry of excessive
amounts of lipid oxidation and other toxic
metabolites in bile. Support for enzyme induc-
tion came from parallel studies of drug
metabolism3 and hepatic morphometry.4 The
idea of toxic metabolite related damage was
reinforced by morphological evidence of exces-
sive deposition of lipofuscin and micro-
vesicular steatosis, or both, and dilated
endoplasmic reticulum on electron micro-
scopy; together with biochemical evidence
from the amounts and types of lipid oxidation
markers in secretin stimulated bile.56 With
regard to the possible connection between
increased outputs of reactive intermediates in
bile and initiation of portal tract inflammation,
there is evidence that free radical activity
causes alterations in the structure of gamma-
globulins.7 The longstanding preoccupation of
pancreatologists with the idea that abnormal
bile may reflux into the pancreas and initiate
damage therein, led us initially to take the
argument further in that direction. Only when
surgical diversion of this abnormal bile failed to
stop the course of pancreatitis in three patients8
did it become clear that pancreatic and liver
damage proceeded independently.

If reflux, however, was also to occur - as was
shown unequivocally in one of those patients -
it would be expected to compound damage in
the head of the gland. Of further interest was
the finding that pancreatic acinar cells from
that patient (who had had a Whipple operation)
showed microvesiculation very similar to that
in his hepatocytes. Immunocytochemistry of
tissue fragments from subsequent patients, and
organ donor controls, have now proved the
constancy of hepatic and pancreatic cyto-
chrome P450 induction in patients with
chronic pancreatitis,9 while clinical trials, both
anecdotal8'0 and placebo controlled,'0' have

shown the value of antioxidant supplementa-
tion in controlling symptoms. The concept that
oxidative stress, through induced cytochromes
P-450 in pancreatic cells, is central to the
pathogenesis of chronic pancreatitis rational-
ises the recent report from Bourliere et al in the
same issue ofGut. 2 The authors concluded that
cigarette smoke and alcohol are distinct risk
factors for pancreatic damage in chronic pan
creatitis, but not for liver injury. Whereas
ingested xenobiotics such as alcohol would
preferentially reach the liver, inhaled xeno-
biotics would strike the pancreas directly. The
concept predicts that diets enriched in corn oil,
a potent inducer of cytochrome P-4501, should
facilitate the development of an experimental
model of chronic pancreatitis.13 '4

Free radicals are not the only tissue damag-
ing principle: others include proteases and
phospholipases from inflammatory cells, and
cytolytic properties of a complement cascade.
The corollary is that the outcome of oxidative
stress is different within different organs -
depending upon the inherent antioxidant
capacity, as well as populations of resident
macrophages and immune systems to amplify
and perpetuate injury. The liver with its
generous quota of each of these systems is
better equipped than the pancreas to resist
wholesale cellular destruction from oxidative
stress but, paradoxically, may display the kind
of subtle changes that have now been docu-
mented in portal tracts and macrophages. We
find it difficult to accept the alternate explana-
tion by Jalleh et al that these changes are
secondary to inflammation of the pancreas, for
the reasons discussed above.
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Reply

EDITOR,-Thank you for the opportunity to
respond to-the above correspondence. We find
no conffict in the information presented in the
two studies. Rather, comparison with the study
recently reported from our laboratory' and that
previously reported by Drs Haboubi, Ali, and
Braganza2 reveals many important similarities.

Portal lymphocytosis. It is of interest that, in
the paper by Haboubi et al, they describe
infiltration of portal tracts as the main abnor-
mality in 74% of patients. This high incidence
of portal lymphocytosis is similar to the inci-
dence of 92% found by us (particularly since
these two studies were not matched). The
importance of our study is not only the
presence of chronic inflammatory cells but also
the finding that they are almost exclusively T
lymphocytes and that they occur in excess
numbers in an organ that shows no evidence of
cell mediated cytotoxic damage.

Hepatocyte morphology. The report ofHaboubi
et al included 30 cases of chronic pancreatitis
(20 men, 10 women) with a mean age identical
to that of our study (41 years). In their study,
liver biopsy was performed at variable intervals
after an acute attack of pancreatitis whereas, in
our series, liver biopsy was performed intra-
operatively when all patients had been free
from alcohol for several weeks and their disease
was clinically quiescent. It is hardly surprising,
therefore, that mild acute morphological
changes to hepatocytes, predominantly steat-
osis and intracellular oedema, should be more
frequent in their study than in ours (60% v
42%).

Toxic metabolite theory. The hypotheses ofDr
Braganza and her colleagues concerning the
possible effects of toxic metabolites on hepato-
cellular function in chronic pancreatitis are
well known.3 The results reported in their
series published in 19862 do not conflict with
the data recently published from this labora-
tory. Unfortunately, their paper does not fulfil
Koch's postulates by demonstrating a causal
relationship between morphological changes in
hepatocytes and coincidental abnormalities in
drug metabolism. No paired study was per-
formed to control the effect of alcohol on the
liver in the absence of chronic pancreatitis and
hence to assess the effect of alcohol on the data.

Aetiopathogenesis of chronic pancreatitis. We
certainly agree with the statement from Dr
Braganza and coworkers that the pathogenesis
of chronic pancreatitis is unclear' and that
abnormal bile reflux into the pancreatic duct is
unlikely to initiate the disease. Our paper has
not discussed the pathogenesis of hepatic
dysfunction in chronic pancreatitis since, even
in those patients with a history of excessive
alcohol consumption, the true aetiology of their
disease is presently uncertain.
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