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Introduction
Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a demyelinating autoim-
mune disease of the central nervous system (CNS). A
continuous deposition of sclerotic plaques leads to pro-
gressive physical disability. Etiological, exacerbating
or remitting agents and curative treatments have not
been firmly established.

The European Committee for Treatment and
Research in Multiple Sclerosis (ECTRIMS) is a repre-
sentative European organization that facilitates com-
munication and creates synergies among clinicians and
scientists to promote and enhance research and impro-
ve clinical outcomes in multiple sclerosis.

ECTRIMS hosts the world’s largest annual interna-
tional conference devoted to basic and clinical research
in multiple sclerosis. This year the 25th ECTRIMS
Congress was held in Düsseldorf, Germany, 9–12 Sep-
tember 2009.

ECTRIMS congresses have over the years evolved
into the largest and most important annual interna-
tional meeting devoted to multiple sclerosis. Interna-
tional experts in MS research, both scientists and cli-
nicians, shared and discussed recent advances in this
fast moving field. Clearly, the ultimate goal of all these
efforts is to combat and eventually cure this disabling
disease which affects some two million individuals
throughout the world. A better understanding of the
immunopathological processes underlying MS has in
recent years led to the design of numerous novel thera-
peutical approaches. At the ECTRIMS special atten-
tion was paid to oral therapies, a topic which we
would like to comment for you in this report.

Multiple sclerosis (MS) represents the prototypic
inflammatory autoimmune disorder of the CNS and
the most common cause of neurological disability in
young adults, exhibiting considerable clinical, radio-
logical and pathological heterogeneity.

In 1868, the French neurologist Jean-Martin Char-
cot was the first to describe MS as a distinct disease,
calling it “sclerose en plaques”. Charcot’s MS triad
refers to nystagmus, intention tremor and telegraphic
speech. He was one of the foremost neurologists of his
day, and many other medical terms also bear his name:
Charcot’s joint, Charcot-Marie-Tooth disease, Char-
cot-Leyden crystals, and others.

MS is much more common among white persons
living in northern latitudes, but individuals who move
to northern climates before the age of 15 also have an
increased risk. Females are twice as likely as males to
develop MS, and it most commonly affects adults
aged 18-50. In some MS natural-history studies, over-
all life expectancy has been shown to be only 5-7
years shorter, but patients usually die from complica-

tions associated with MS and not from the disease
itself.

The disease can present several different pheno-
typic forms: progressive relapsing, secondary pro-
gressive, primary progressive and relapsing remitting.
Early during the course of the disease, patients may
be able to remyelinate and repair some of the damage
caused by the MS plaques. However, as the disease
progresses, the body cannot successfully compen-
sate the demyelination burden, and changes become
permanent.

MS may be protean in symptoms, depending on
the exact location and duration of lesions, and the
physical findings may change over the course of the
disease. A thorough physical examination with neuro-
logic assessment must be undertaken to determine the
extent of disease burden. Common findings include
localized weakness, focal sensory disturbances, hy-
perreflexia, stiffness, ocular findings and gait distur-
bances. Secondary problems include infections, skin
breakdown, and musculoskeletal complaints. The 10-
point Kurtzke Expanded Disability Status Scale al-
lows for the accurate rating of disease sign and symp-
tom severity.

Although blood work and cerebrospinal fluid analy-
sis are valuable to rule out other etiologies of a patient’s
neurologic symptoms, MRI remains as the imaging
procedure of choice to help confirm diagnosis and for
monitoring disease progression when correlated with
symptomatic findings. MS plaques have increased
signal intensity on T2, contrasted T1, and FLAIR
MRI procedures. Non contrasted T1-weighted imag-
ing is less sensitive for the detection of MS lesions
but can give an excellent assessment of the global cere-
bral atrophy present in advanced, chronic MS. De-
myelinating lesions may sometimes mimic brain tu-
mors because of associated edema and inflammation.

Symptomatic management is a major component
of the disease treatment. Because disease-modifying
drugs have poor efficacy in overall disease progres-
sion, a patient’s well-being relies on symptom relief.
Treatment must be individualized by the physician
for each type of symptom. It should be noted that the
medications listed are not FDA approved for use in
MS; rather, they represent a summary of recommen-
dations from clinicians who treat MS-associated
symptoms.

Medications used to treat MS are classified as ei-
ther disease-modifying or symptomatic management.
No currently approved medications offer any hope
for cure. For acute exacerbations, methylprednisolone
is given to shorten the flare duration. For patients
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