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Cardiac arrest after intracoronary injection
of diltiazem
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The calcium inhibitor diltiazem (Tildiem®) can be given by intracoronary injection as a
means of treating coronary spasm [1]. Recent studies have shown that it depresses both sinus
function and auriculoventricular conduction, irrespective of whether it is administered orally
or intravenously, and both in the present and absence of an underlying sinus disorder [2-4].
To our knowledge, no case of cardiac arrest has previously been reported, though we have
also described the present case briefly in French [5].

Case
R.L., a man aged 63, was referred to our Department for dilatation of a stenosis of
Segment II of the right main coronary artery. Prior to dilatation, the electrocardiograym was
normal. After the first inflation of a 3 mm balloon using 4 atmospheres pressure, the patient
experienced anginal pain with modification of the ECG in the lower field; the artery was
occluded at the site of the stenosis. Two further inflations were performed without success.
The artery was however recanalized following intracoronary administration of 4 mg of
isosorbid dinitrate, thus confirming the spastic nature of the occlusion. Some minutes later,
however, the artery was reoccluded; diltiazem was injected into the vessel in a dose of 50
gammajkg. Immediately on completion of the injection cardiac arrest occurred with a flat
ECG tracing, necessitating immediate external cardiac massage followed by brief electrostimulation of the ventricle. After ten minutes of effort, a normal ECG tracing reappeared
with a normal PR interval. A further injection of 2 mg isosorbide dinitrate relieved the spasm.
Two further dilatations were performed (6 atmospheres for 2 minutes) resulting in complete
normalization of the condition. Six months later, the patient remains free of symptoms and a
maximum exertion test with thallium scintigraphy has detected no abnormality.

Discussion
Two comments on this case may be made. Firstly, it seems clear that diltiazem given by
intracoronary injection is less effective than isosorbid dinitrate for the treatment of coronary
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spasm (see also [1]. Secondly, in view of the severity of the complication experienced by this
patient, intracoronary administration of this compound should be employed only with the
greatest caution; this applies particular when one is dealing with the right coronary artery,
since the passage of the drug into the artery serving the sinus node was probably responsible
for precipitating the cardiac arrest.
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