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Studies of epileptics on chronic anticonvulsant therapy have
shown reduced levels of serum 25 hydroxy-vitamin D using
a competitive protein-binding assay,8 21 and though there is a
positive correlation with serum calcium only a minority of
patients have overt hypocalcaemia.9 Again, bone mineral
content (as assessed by photon absorptiometry) may be
reduced18 10 but can be restored by vitamin D treatment.19
The long-term implications of these findings are far from

clear. Any prophylactic programme which leads to the
prescribing of relatively large doses of vitamin D needs to be
viewed with circumspection and must be based firmly upon
clinical and not simply biochemical benefit.
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Anorectal Crohn's disease
Ever since the original description of regional ileitis' the
terminal ileum has been regarded as the epicentre of Crohn's
disease. Since then it has become apparent that the anus is
another site of predilection. Fielding2 found perianal lesions
in 7600 of patients with small bowel disease and in up to 95%h
when the large bowel was affected. Though perianal lesions
were also seen in 380,` of control patients, these were mainly
small skin tags as opposed to the large fleshy tags often present
in Crohn's disease. Furthermore, over 20% of patients with
small intestinal lesions had an anal abscess, sinus, or fistula.

Perianal lesions should be regarded as a hallmark of Crohn's
disease. They may precede abdominal symptoms and signs by
many years, and they become more frequent with increasing
duration of disease. Their presence should persuade the
clinician to undertake a careful search for bowel abnormalities.
Examination of the anal region should not be cursory; if
the buttocks are spread by lateral pressure with the palms of
both hands a mildly abnormal appearance may be converted
into a florid picture of Crohn's disease. Characteristic features
include oedema of the skin, associated with a red or dusky
cyanotic tinge, and indolent-looking, painless fissures with
adjacent oedematous skin tags. Perianal or ischiorectal absces-
ses may appear and develop into fistulae, which discharge thin
pus. Though these fistulae may be simple low-level affairs,
they are more often complex and can track above the anal
sphincter. Painless, indolent ulcers sometimes develop and
occasionally spread widely in the perineum.

Crohn's disease may be confined to the rectum with no
evidence ofbowel lesions elsewhere (anorectal Crohn's disease).
This distal form of the disease must be distinguished from
ulcerative colitis, with which it may have been confused in the

past. Nevertheless, comparison with the distal form of ulcera-
tive colitis (ulcerative proctitis) may be appropriate in so far
as that condition is known to run a benign course and rarely
spreads proximally. Until recently there was no information
about the incidence or clinical features of rectal Crohn's
disease. In 1975 a study of 615 patients presenting with
Crohn's disease at the Cleveland Clinic showed that 21 (3.400)
had localised anorectal disease,3 although the disease sub-
sequently spread into the colon4 and so seemed to merge with
the more extensive varieties; few clinical details were given.
Now a paper from St Mark's Hospital has described no
fewer than 80 patients whose disease affected the rectum with
or without some proximal spread to the sigmoid colon as
indicated by sigmoidoscopy and barium enema.5 The patients
were usually over 50 years old. As in other forms of Crohn's
disease, perianal lesions could precede overt involvement ofthe
rectum. Common symptoms were rectal bleeding, which is
unusual in other varieties of Crohn's disease, and diarrhoea
with the passage of mucus. Abdominal pain occurred in only
one-third of cases, whereas it is almost universal in Crohn's
disease elsewhere. Constipation was present in 14%. Four
out of five patients developed a perianal lesion during the
period of observation and 23% of the women had rectovaginal
or anovaginal fistulae.
As in all patients with Crohn's disease, treatment ofanorectal

lesions should consist of the simplest measures that abolish
symptoms. Because symptomatic relief may occur without
improvement in the appearance of the perianal lesions or rectal
mucosa care should be taken not to overtreat such patients.
Among the successful medical regimens were sulphonamides
alone (sulphathalidine) and steroid retention enemata with or
without sulphasalazine. Systemic corticosteroids and azathio-
prine were used only in patients with systemic symptoms;
this treatment was successful in only half of cases but the
patients were more seriously ill. Surgical treatment required
excision of the rectum with the fashioning of a permanent
colostomy. In contradistinction to Crohn's disease at other
sites, recurrence or proximal spread after surgery was un-
common, so that operation often resulted in cure. Nevertheless,
mortality rates were low whatever form of treatment was used,
and most patients remained in reasonable health without
surgery; 600h had avoided an operation after five years.

It seems that rectal Crohn's disease may be more common
than previously thought. The diagnosis should be suspected
in older patients especially if they have perianal lesions, or if
sigmoidoscopy shows patchy ulceration as opposed to diffuse
change. Diverticular disease of the colon will often coexist
and should not be blamed for the presence of diarrhoea,
perianal lesions, or abnormal sigmoidoscopic findings-
observations which should alert the clinician to the possibility
of inflammatory bowel disease.6 Once rectal disease has been
diagnosed the patient may be reassured that the condition is
benign even though the symptoms may persist and even be
socially troublesome. If symptoms become disabling then
surgery may be performed without undue fear of recurrent
disease.
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