Drugs for Arthritis - Sulphasalazine
Why am I being prescribed sulphasalazine?
Sulphasalazine slows the activity of rheumatoid arthritis and other types of arthritis, such as arthritis associated with psoriasis. It may reduce the inflammation in your joints and decrease pain, swelling and stiffness. It is generally prescribed as 'Salazopyrin EN'. This is the trade name for sulphasalazine which is specially coated so that it does not dissolve quickly in the stomach.
When do I take sulphasalazine?
Sulphasalazine tablets should be taken with or after food. Do not crush or chew the tablets. They should be swallowed whole.
What dose do I take?
I usually prescribe it as follows (each tablet is a 500mg dose):

	
	With breakfast
	With evening meal

	Week 1
	
	1 tablet

	Week 2
	1 tablet
	1 tablets

	Week 3
	1 tablets
	2 tablets

	Full dose (take every day)
	2 tablets
	2 tablets


Sulphasalazine is not a pain-killer. So if you are on an anti-inflammatory drug or pain-killers it is important to continue to take these as well, unless your doctor advises otherwise.
How long will sulphasalazine take to work?
Sulphasalazine does not work immediately. It is usually having an effect within 6 weeks of starting but occasionally it may be 12 weeks before you notice a benefit.
What are the possible side effects?
Salazopyrin is one of the commonest used treatments for inflammatory arthritis. Its used a lot because it works well and the majority of patients don't get side effects. There are a few potential side effects that you should know about;

· The commonest side effect is some nausea. This is commoner on starting the drug (the main reason the dose is started low and gradually built up) and is less likely if the tablets are taken with food.

· Rarely, it can cause skin rashes.

· Occasionally sulphasalazine can affect the blood count (which means fewer blood cells are made) and has the potential to cause mild irritation of the liver. If you develop a sore throat or other infection, a fever, or any other new symptoms, then you should report to your doctor as soon as possible. Most side effects caused by Sulphasalazine clear up if the dose is reduced.
· Your urine may change colour (to orange) with sulphasalazine but this is nothing to worry about. Also, sulphasalazine may stain soft contact lenses yellow. 
Do I need any special checks while on sulphasalazine?
Side effects of sulphasalazine on the blood or liver may be picked up at an early stage by regular checks on your blood. Your GP will usually do these blood tests for you. Monitoring is a bit stricter at the beginning - blood tests every two weeks for the first month, then once a month for 2 months. After that its only once a month. Its up to you to make the appointment with your GP to have the blood tests done.
Can I take other medicines along with sulphasalazine?
Most drugs can be taken safely. However, if you are to start any new drugs you should tell the doctor that you are taking sulphasalazine.
Does sulphasalazine affect fertility or pregnancy?
Sulphasalazine causes a fall in sperm count, and so can lead to a temporary decrease in male fertility, but this is reversible on stopping the drug.
As almost all drugs carry some risk when used in pregnancy, it is best not to take sulphasalazine during pregnancy. If you are planning a family or you become pregnant while taking sulphasalazine, you should discuss this with your doctor as soon as possible. If you wish to breast-feed, you should ask your doctor for advice.
May I drink alcohol while taking sulphasalazine?
There is no particular reason for you to avoid alcohol while taking sulphasalazine.
Where can I obtain further information?
If you would like any further information about sulphasalazine, or if you have any concerns about your treatment, you should discuss this with your doctor or pharmacist.
