Can Non-toxic Peptides Put Lupus into Remission?
Systemic lupus erythematosus, commonly known as lupus or SLE, is a serious and chronic autoimmune disease characterized by inflammation across the body’s organ systems. The organs most commonly impacted are the skin, joints, kidneys, blood cells and nervous systems. As with most autoimmune disorders, lupus causes the body to attack its own tissues, because of a breakdown in the body’s immune system that causes it to stop differentiating between healthy and diseased tissues. There are four main types of lupus, with 70 percent of people having the SLE lupus type. It’s estimated that 1.5 million Americans have lupus, and 16,000 new cases are diagnosed each year.

SLE is a disease with active and inactive states. Active states, known as flare-ups, are characterized by an increase in symptoms above baseline levels. Flare-ups are hard to predict and pharmacotherapy as well as lifestyle adjustments are intended to reduce the severity and frequency of flare-ups. There is no cure for lupus, though a variety of drugs are usually prescribed to help ease symptoms. These include anti-inflammatory medications such as prednisone and Advil; immune-suppressive drugs such as methotrexate, analgesics, anti-malarials and anti-coagulants.

In 2011, a human monoclonal antibody based treatment (belimumab) was approved by the FDA for lupus treatment. Because SLE is an autoimmune disorder "associated with B-cell hyperactivity, autoantibodies, and increased concentrations of B-lymphocyte stimulator (BLyS), the monoclonal antibody belimumab, a BLyS-specific inhibitor," was tested and found to show clinical benefit in several large-scale studies.

However, all of the currently accepted treatments for lupus have significant side effects, which is one reason why there is great excitement about the potential for a nontoxic peptide therapy for suppressing lupus. Northwestern Medicine researchers recently found success with this peptide therapy that could one day lead to a vaccine-like treatment to keep lupus in remission, reducing or eliminating the need for more toxic therapies.

In Northwestern’s study, 30 lupus patients, of which 10 were in active state and 20 in remission, and 15 healthy individuals all had their blood samples cultured and then treated with low doses of a synthetic peptide that acts to generate regulatory T-cell activity. According to Syamal Datta, MD, the senior study author, “We found that the peptides could not only generate regulatory T cells, but also that they block and reduce autoantibody production to almost baseline levels in the blood cultures from people with active lupus. This approach shows that the peptides have the potential to work like a vaccine in the human body, to boost the regulatory immune system of those with lupus, fight autoimmune antibodies and keep the disease in remission.”

Datta has studied lupus for over 27 years, with a primary focus on cloning the T cells that generate lupus. He notes that negative side effects of lupus treatments are a big concern. “The major problems patients with lupus face are the bad side effects from the drugs currently being used for maintenance therapy during ‘remission’ and despite such drug therapy, relapses of their disease occur, and underlying abnormalities of their immune system are not corrected,” Datta says. Common side effects of current treatments include loss of appetite and weight, hair loss, infertility, stomach pains, and bladder problems.

Much work remains before such a peptide vaccine is commercially available. However, researchers are hopeful and optimistic about its potential as a safe, nontoxic treatment to help alleviate lupus symptoms and keep the disease in remission for longer time periods.

When you need lupus specimens for your research, our wide sourcing network and targeting process can deliver the samples you need.

