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The Role of Computed Tomography in the
Diagnosis of Relapsing Polychondritis

Papel de la tomografía computarizada en el  diagnóstico de la
policondritis recidivante

Dear Editor,

We  read with great interest the well-written case report by

Sousa et al.1 regarding a 68-year-old woman with recurrent epi-

sodes of acute dyspnea and wheezing for 3 years. She was  treated

for asthma, without clinical improvement. The authors reported

that chest computed tomography (CT) revealed tracheal and bron-

chial wall thickening. In the subsequent year, the patient developed

polyarthritis, recurrent ear pain, and saddle-nose deformity, and

relapsing polychondritis (RP) was diagnosed. The authors also com-

mented on the clinical challenge of this diagnosis.

We  would like to  highlight the role  of CT as an impor-

tant tool for the evaluation of patients with tracheobronchial

wall thickening. CT is the best non-invasive method for the

evaluation of tracheobronchial lesions. The tomographic diffe-

rential diagnosis of diffuse tracheobronchial wall thickening is

broad, and includes granulomatosis with polyangiitis, RP, tracheo-

bronchopathia osteochondroplastica, amyloidosis, papillomatosis,

sarcoidosis, and infectious diseases, such as tuberculosis, para-

coccidioidomycosis, and rhinoscleroma.2,3 The anterior portion

of the trachea and main bronchi consists of horseshoe-shaped

cartilaginous rings; the posterior portion lies between the open

ends of the cartilaginous rings and consists of a fibromus-

cular membrane. Diseases that  affect the cartilaginous rings

are  characterized tomographically by sparing of the poste-

rior (membranous) wall, as observed in  the case reported by

Sousa et al.1 This criterion is important for differential dia-

gnosis, as only two diseases involve the anterior and lateral

walls, sparing the posterior wall: RP and tracheobronchopathia

osteochondroplastica.

RP is a rare autoimmune disorder characterized by recurrent

episodes of cartilaginous inflammation with subsequent degene-

ration, loss of structure, and fibrosis. It results in the destruction

of cartilage in the ears, nose, joints, and upper airways, including

the larynx and subglottic trachea. The diagnosis of RP is  based

on a set of clinical evidence, imaging studies, and, rarely, biopsy

of involved cartilage. No specific laboratory test is diagnostic for

RP. Clinically, the diagnosis can be made when three or more of

the following features are present: bilateral recurrent auricular

chondritis, non-erosive seronegative inflammatory polyarthritis,

chondritis of nasal cartilages, inflammation of ocular structures,

respiratory tract chondritis, and cochlear or  vestibular damage.2–5

The most common CT  findings are smooth anterior and lateral

airway-wall thickening with sparing of the posterior membranous

wall. These changes are thought to occur secondary to cartilaginous

destruction and fibrotic replacement, reflecting relatively late air-

way manifestations of RP.  Calcification of the cartilages may  also be

seen. Loss of cartilaginous support due to cartilaginous inflamma-

tion and destruction also results in excessive dynamic expiratory

airway collapse (tracheobronchomalacia).2–5 The tomographic dif-

ferential diagnosis of RP includes mainly tracheobronchopathia

osteochondroplastica, a  benign idiopathic disease of the trachea

and major bronchi characterized by the presence of multiple sub-

mucosal osteocartilaginous nodules. CT  may  demonstrate multiple

submucosal nodules, with or without calcification, which may pro-

ject into the airway lumen. The nodules involve the anterior and

lateral walls of the tracheobronchial tree, with sparing of  the pos-

terior wall.2–4 In conclusion, the CT  findings of anterior and lateral

tracheobronchial wall thickening with sparing of the posterior wall

are  highly suggestive of RP.
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Biopsia con aguja gruesa en el diagnóstico de
cáncer de pulmón

Core-needle biopsy in the diagnosis of lung cancer

Estimado Director:

Hemos leído con gran interés las recomendaciones SEPAR de

diagnóstico y tratamiento del  cáncer de pulmón de células no

pequeñas, publicado como número extraordinario en mayo de

20161.

Nos resulta un trabajo muy  adecuado a  las necesidades del neu-

mólogo hoy día.

Sin embargo, en el  apartado que  versa sobre estudios de con-

firmación citohistológica y estadificación, subapartado «Técnicas

mínimamente invasivas», hemos advertido con sorpresa la ausen-

cia  de la biopsia con aguja gruesa (BAG) entre todas las técnicas

descritas.

Es un procedimiento muy  similar a  la punción aspirativa con

aguja fina transtorácica (PAAFT). Se emplean las mismas técnicas

de control en  una y otra, habitualmente tomografía computarizada

(TC) y en  ocasiones la  ecografía. La diferencia fundamental entre

ambas está en el calibre de la aguja, habitualmente 18 G, con posi-

bilidades de tomar uno  o 2 cm de espesor de muestra según las

características particulares de cada aguja y de la lesión. Por razones

de calibre se debe anestesiar siempre el trayecto de la punción. En

nuestro centro estas 2 técnicas las practicamos los neumólogos.

En el trabajo de Capalbo et al.2 comparan estos 2 procedimientos

entre sí  en  el diagnóstico de lesiones pulmonares, obteniendo una

mayor sensibilidad en  la PAAFT (94,83%) frente a  la BAG (81,82%).
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