Drugs for Arthritis - Methotrexate
Why am I prescribed methotrexate?
Methotrexate is used to treat several different types of rheumatic disease, including rheumatoid arthritis. Methotrexate reduces inflammation and also can affect the immune system (the body's own defence system). One of its actions is to reduce the activity of the immune system, so it is always used with care. Methotrexate is used in much higher doses (of the order of 50 times the low dose used in arthritis) in the treatment of certain cancers. Because of the low doses used in the treatment of arthritis, serious side effects are unlikely.
When do I take methotrexate?
Methotrexate is usually taken in tablet form once per week. It should be taken with, or after, food. The tablets should be swallowed whole and not crushed or chewed. Methotrexate can also be given by injection. Where you are taking more than one tablet, the tablets should be taken together and not divided.

Why do I need to take folic acid?

Folic acid is a vitamin supplement which reduces the likelihood of side effects occurring on Methotrexate. It usually taken once weekly (5mg), the day after your Methotrexate dose.
What dose do I take?
Methotrexate comes in two strengths – 2.5mg and 10mg tablets. I usually prescribe the 2.5mg dose so that there’s no confusion about dosing. Usually you will start on a low dose (for example 10 mg - 4 x 2.5mg tablets a week). This may be increased as necessary. 
Methotrexate is not a pain-killer. So if you are on an anti-inflammatory drug or pain-killer it is important to continue to take these as well as Methotrexate, unless your doctor advises otherwise.
How long will methotrexate take to work?
Methotrexate does not work immediately. It usually takes from about a month to 6 weeks before it works but it can take up to 3 months.
What are the possible side effects?
Methotrexate is the most commonly used drug in the treatment of rheumatoid arthritis for a good reason - it works well and most people don't get any side effects. 

Although side effects are rare, the ones you need to know about are as follows; 

· In some patients Methotrexate can cause a feeling of sickness. This is commoner after the first dose or two and often eases with time. Mouth ulcers can occur but can be treated by adding a vitamin supplement (Folic acid) or by lowering the dose of Methotrexate. 

· Blood tests are checked because Methotrexate can affect your blood count (this is easily picked up early if you attend for regular blood tests). If you develop an infection or unexpected bruising, let your doctor know.
· If you have not had chicken-pox but come into contact with someone who has chicken-pox or shingles while you are taking Methotrexate, you should report to your doctor immediately as you may need special treatment. If you develop chicken-pox or shingles you should report to your doctor immediately.
· An extremely rare side effect of Methotrexate (I've seen it once in 10 years) is an irritation of the lungs. If you develop a cough or shortness of breath, let your doctor know urgently
Do I need any special checks while on methotrexate?
Because Methotrexate can affect the blood count and sometimes irritate your liver, you will need to have regular blood test checks while on this drug. These will usually be done by your GP and should be done monthly for two months and then every two months after that. 

Can I take other medicines along with methotrexate?
Some drugs interact with Methotrexate so you should always let any doctor treating you know that you are taking Methotrexate. You may be advised by your pharmacist that you shouldn't take anti-inflammatory drugs with Methotrexate. It is safe to take anti-inflammatory drugs with the doses of Methotrexate used to treat arthritis, in fact arthritis sufferers often need to take both. While you may take the anti-inflammatory drugs prescribed to you by your doctor, you should not buy these without prescription. Similarly, you should not take any other 'over the counter' preparations without discussing this first with your doctor or pharmacist.
Can I have immunisation injections while on methotrexate?
You should avoid immunisation injections which involve any of the live vaccines such as polio and rubella. These are used in immunisation against polio infection and German measles. Flu vaccinations are safe. 
Does methotrexate affect fertility or pregnancy?
Methotrexate can reduce fertility and may harm an unborn baby. So it should not be taken during pregnancy. Whilst taking Methotrexate, and for 6 months after Methotrexate is stopped, both women and men must take contraceptive precautions. If you are planning a family, or if you become pregnant while taking Methotrexate, you should discuss this with your doctor as soon as possible. You also should not breast feed if you are taking Methotrexate.
May I drink alcohol while taking methotrexate?
Small amounts may sometimes be allowed but it is safer to avoid alcohol completely. You should discuss this with your doctor.
Where can I obtain further information?
If you would like any further information about Methotrexate, or if you have any concerns about your treatment, you should discuss this with your doctor or pharmacist.
