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Hint of steroid benefit following AF ablation
MAY 14, 2010 | Michael O'Riordan

Denver, CO - Interim results from a small study showed that the administration of steroid
therapy following the ablation of atrial fibrillation (AF) resulted in a nonsignificant trend toward
reduction of early AF symptoms [1]. Investigators are optimistic, however, given that full results

are not yet in and because there was a significant reduction in the need for cardioversion of
symptomatic AF in the six weeks following the procedure.

"After the ablation procedure, there is a period of six weeks where these patients
have a lot of issues," lead investigator Dr Daniel Melby (Minneapolis Heart
Institute, MN) told heartwire. "They have recurrent atrial fibrillation, they have
to go to the emergency department, and they're calling us with highly
symptomatic episodes of atrial fibrillation. It's at least a third of patients that
experience this problem. By the same token, there are a percentage of patients
that have fairly significant chest pain as a result of this inflammation. The hope
with the anti-inflammatory is that it knocks the inflammation out completely, so
there is less chest pain and less atrial fibrillation."

The results of the study, known as the Steroid after Ablation (SAAB) trial,
were presented here today during the late-breaking clinical-trials session at the
Heart Rhythm Society 2010 Scientific Sessions.

Trend toward benefit but no clear win

In this study, Melby and colleagues wanted to systematically test whether the administration of
methylprednisolone 100 mg IV within two hours of AF ablation would reduce the procedure-related
inflammatory response and, as a result, reduce early atrial arrhythmias. At their single, high-volume
center, six-week data are available on 96 patients treated with steroid therapy following ablation, with
full data on 120 patients expected soon.

Regarding the primary end point, a composite that included highly symptomatic AF events within the
first six weeks after ablation, there was a trend toward improvement with methylprednisolone
compared with placebo. Of these patients, 18.2% treated with placebo had to visit the emergency
department or were hospitalized, underwent cardioversion, or required an increase or initiation of
antiarrhythmic drug therapy compared with 4.9% of patients who received steroid therapy (p=0.091).
The trend in improvement was driven primarily by a significant reduction in the need for cardioversion
of symptomatic AF among those who received steroids following ablation. There was no benefit with
regard to chest pain.

To heartwire, Melby said he suspects the lack of clear benefit is likely the result of small numbers
and that once more patients are followed, the reduction in the primary end point could reach
statistical significance. He has been treating patients with a high-dose steroid after ablation for
approximately two years and began using them when a patient presented the day after an ablation
with severe chest pain and pericarditis on the ECG. After a single treatment with steroid therapy, the
chest pain disappeared and ECG normalized.

"The patient went home that day feeling great," said Melby. "I thought, then, this is something
important, and it seems to be a very positive effect that I'm seeing. I adopted it then as part of my
clinical practice." He stressed, however, that larger studies are needed to study the issue before any
recommendations can be made.
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