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Response to “Subclinical interstitial lung

disease in patients with systemic sclerosis. A

pilot study on the role of ultrasound”�

Respuesta a «Intersticiopatía pulmonar subclínica en pacientes
con esclerosis sistémica. Estudio piloto sobre el  papel del
ultrasonido»

Dear Editor,

We  have conscientiously read the study by  Reyes-Long et al.1,

recently published in  Reumatología Clínica, which analyses the

role of the pulmonary ultrasound (EcoPulm) for the screening of

interstitial lung diseases (ILD) in  patients with systemic sclerosis

(SS). The study design is meticulous, with blinding of the different

evaluators and a  narrow time window between the (simultaneous)

clinical-ultrasound assessments and the high-resolution computed

tomography (HRCT) (7 days later).

The selection of patients with no clinical respiratory manifes-

tations and a mean duration of 4 years provides a clinical context

closer to the early diagnosis of ILD than most previous studies that

included more advanced forms of SS2.  The finding of subclinical ILD

in 41.2% of patients is in  line with the previous results of Barskova

et al.3, whose population included 58% of very early SS, which

showed evidence of ILD by HRCT in 41%, the concordance between

EchoPulm and HRCT being 83%., However, we have detected a  dis-

cordance regarding the percentage of subclinical ILD in  this study

by Reyes-Long et al.1 that we consider relevant to correct. In the text

it is described as present in 28 of the 68 patients included (41.2%),

but Table 1 shows 40 patients with a  pathological ultrasound scan

(58.83%).

Contributions on the comparative validity of EchoPulm with

respect to pulmonary auscultation, chest X-ray, respiratory func-

tion tests and HRCT support its usefulness as a screening tool for

ILD. In support of this role, a negative predictive value of EchoPulm

of  up to 100% has  been described in previous studies2, so it would

be very useful to have the additional negative predictive value of

EchoPulm in this SS population without respiratory symptoms.

The significant association between EcoPulm and anticen-

tromere antibodies is unexpected in light of the clinical profiles

associated with these antibodies in  multicentre studie4.  We won-

dered whether it might be related to the strikingly high rate of

double positivity of antitopoisomerase (n  = 63) and anticentromere

(n = 38) antibodies estimated in this population (48.5%–55.9%)

based on the data in Table 1. This double positivity has been

described as an exceptional phenotype present in  .3%–.6% of SS

patients and whose clinical features are  not clearly different from

those of patients with only antitopoisomerase antibodies5,6.

With respect to  the ultrasound parameters used, we  are miss-

ing details on relevant settings such as harmonics, gain or time

gain compensation, the number of foci or their position, due to

their potential impact on the visualisation of the B  lines7,8.  We  are

also  surprised by  the frequency range selected for the study of the

B lines; although these are the recommended frequencies for the

study of the pleural line, it has been described that increasing the

frequency from 6 to 11 MHz  can attenuate the B7 lines, which could

be a limiting factor in  the study.

The limitations mentioned by the authors and the suggestions

previously mentioned do not detract from the value of this great

work, which advances knowledge on the usefulness of EchoPul-
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monography for the early diagnosis of ILD in  SS. We share the

authors’ interest in  this safe and accessible technique and its con-

sideration as a  promising and complementary screening tool for ILD

in light of the evidence in the literature9. The validation of EcoPulm

has not  yet been completed, but preliminary results from multicen-

tre longitudinal studies are very promising and bring us closer to

its implementation in clinical practice10.
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