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Abstract

Cryptogenic organizing pneumonia (COP) usually responds well to steroid
therapy; however, recurrence is commonly observed when the steroid dose
is tapered. A 74-year-old man suspected of having steroid-resistant COP
presented to our hospital. Chest computed tomography (CT) revealed new
consolidations of the left inferior lobe despite administration of a moderate
dose of oral steroids. Repeated transbronchial lung biopsy showed pulmo-
nary cryptococcosis. The left interior consolidations shrank gradually after
antifungal therapy was initiated. Immunocompromised patients with pul-
monary cryptococcosis show various CT findings, and consolidation is fre-
quently observed. Superimposed pulmonary cryptococcosis infection should

be considered in cases of steroid-refractory COP.
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Introduction

Cryptococcosis is a common fungal infection caused by
Cryptococcus neoformans, an encapsulated round budding
yeast found worldwide in soils contaminated with pigeon
droppings, rotten wood, and other organic materials.
Humans become infected by inhaling cryptococcal parti-
cles, and they develop pneumonia as the initial manifesta-
tion of infection; this is followed by granuloma formation.
Pulmonary cryptococcosis develops in both immunocom-
petent and immunocompromised hosts.

Organizing pneumonia (OP) is believed to be an inflam-
matory repair process triggered after alveolar epithelial
injuries. Secondary OP can be associated with a specific
cause, such as infection, connective tissue disease, various
drugs, radiation, malignancy, and other interstitial pneu-
monias. If a cause is not identified, the OP is defined as
cryptogenic OP (COP). The typical manifestations of COP
on computed tomography (CT) are bilateral, patchy, or
diffuse consolidations or ground-glass opacities [1].

COP usually improves considerably with steroid ther-
apy, but relapse can occur when the steroid dose is tapered
and stopped. Lazor et al. have reported that one or more
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relapses occurred in 58% of patients with biopsy-proven
COP, 68% of whom experienced the first relapse during
initial steroid therapy. Most patients had been receiving
less than 10 mg/day of prednisolone (PSL) at the time of
relapse, and relapse rarely occurred in patients receiving a
high dose of PSL (>20 mg/day) [2]. Some infectious dis-
eases frequently show atypical clinical and radiological
manifestations with steroid therapy. Therefore, refractory
relapses of COP must be carefully re-evaluated, mainly
when relapse occurs at a high dose of PSL. We report a
case involving an immunocompetent patient diagnosed
with COP by bronchoscopy who became refractory to a
moderate dose of steroids. He was finally diagnosed with
cryptococcosis with
bronchoscopy.

pulmonary by re-examination

Case Report

A 74-year-old man presented to a local clinic with a
2-month history of chest discomfort and dyspnoea. His
symptoms had not improved with antibiotics. His chest
radiography and CT scan showed multiple consolidations
in the bilateral lung fields (Fig. 1A). Bronchoalveolar
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Figure 1. Radiological findings. (A) Chest computed tomography (CT) scan obtained at the time of the initial diagnosis of cryptogenic organizing
pneumonia (COP). The corticosteroid had not yet been administered. Consolidations were observed on multiple lobes of the lung. No nodular opaci-
ties were observed in the lung. (B) Chest CT scan obtained at the first visit to our hospital showing consolidation of the left lower lobe and multiple
nodular shadows with thickened bronchial walls in the lungs bilaterally. Initial consolidations observed at the time of the diagnosis of COP had dis-
appeared. (C) Chest CT scan obtained after taking fluconazole for six months. Consolidations of the left lower lobe had shrunk, and multiple nodu-

lar shadows had reduced. Bronchiectasis is observed in the left upper lobe.

lavage fluid (BALF) analysis showed an elevated lympho-
cyte differential count (34%), and no microorganisms were
cultured from the BALF. Transbronchial lung biopsy
(TBLB) specimen taken from the right lower lobe revealed
preservation of the underlying architecture and accumula-
tion of alveolar macrophages and a few fibroblasts in alve-
olar spaces near the bronchiole, although intraluminal
organizing fibrosis within alveoli and bronchioles was not
identified (Fig. 2A, B). Gram staining, acid-fast staining,
and Grocott staining of the lung tissue were negative
(Fig. 2C). Considering these findings, the patient was diag-
nosed with COP and was administered oral corticosteroid
therapy, PSL, 40 mg/day (0.75 mg/kg/day). One month
later, his symptoms and chest radiography findings had
improved. The corticosteroid dose was then gradually
tapered, and when the dose of PSL was reduced to
10 mg/day, chest radiography and CT findings showed
exacerbation of the bilateral consolidation. After the PSL
dose was increased to 40 mg/day, majority of the consoli-
dations improved again. However, when the dose was
decreased to 15 mg/day, chest radiography and CT showed

new consolidations on the left inferior lobe. The PSL dose
was increased to 40 mg/day once again, and he was

referred to our hospital.

The patient’s vital signs were normal on his first visit to
our hospital, with no abnormalities noted upon physical
examination except peripheral numbness in both feet. He
had been treated for spinal stenosis, hypertension, and
hyperuricaemia but was otherwise healthy. He worked as a
cucumber farmer and had constant exposure to fertilizer
made from chicken droppings. Laboratory results showed
a normal blood cell count and biochemical test results.
Chest radiography showed infiltrative shadows in the left
lung field, and chest CT revealed consolidation of the left
lower lobe and multiple bilateral patchy opacities with
thickened bronchial walls (Fig. 1B). Bronchoscopy was
performed again and the BALF from the left lingular lobe
showed elevation of lymphocyte cells (20.1%). Histopatho-
logical examination of the TBLB from the left lower lobe
revealed a mass of yeast and infiltration of macrophages in
the alveolar space. Some round yeasts were phagocytized
by macrophages (Fig. 2D-F). The BALF culture was
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Figure 2. Transbronchial biopsy specimens. (A) Histopathological examination of the transbronchial biopsy specimens taken from the right lower
lobe (performed at the previous hospital before corticosteroid therapy was initiated; haematoxylin and eosin staining, 20x). (B) Elastica van Gieson
(EVG) staining of the same specimen shown in (A) revealing accumulation of alveolar macrophages and a few fibroblasts in the alveolar spaces near
the bronchiole. (C) Grocott staining of the same specimen shown in (A). No yeast or bacterial cells are noted in the tissue. (D) Histopathological
examination of the transbronchial biopsy specimens taken from the left lower lobe performed at our hospital (haematoxylin and eosin staining,
10x). (E) EVG staining of the same specimen shown in (D). Multiple yeasts and macrophages are observed in the interstitium and alveolar spaces.
Note the small round spheres found in the cytoplasm of macrophages (arrows in the enlarged view in the square). (F) Grocott staining of the same
specimen shown in (D) revealing multiple yeasts in the interstitium and alveolar space.

negative. His serum cryptococcal antigen titre was positive,
with a titre of 1:2048, and his serum B-D glucan tested
negative. Although lumbar puncture specimens could not
be obtained because of his severe lumbar curvature disease,
contrast-enhanced brain magnetic resonance imaging did
not show any signs of meningitis, and he showed no clini-
cal symptom of meningitis. Thus, the patient was diag-
nosed with pulmonary cryptococcosis without meningitis.
He was started on fluconazole 400 mg/day, and PSL dose
was gradually decreased. After six months, his PSL dose
had been reduced to 5 mg/day, and the consolidations of
the left lung had steadily shrunk, as noted on his chest
CT. Most of the nodular shadows had disappeared,
resulting in dilated bronchial tubes (Fig. 1C).

Discussion

The most common radiological findings of pulmonary
cryptococcosis in an immunocompetent patient are nod-
ules and masses with or without cavitation [3,4]. Most

cases that present with consolidations also have nodules or
cavities. In immunocompetent patients, Cryptococcus acti-
vates the Thl response. Lymphocytes and macrophages
surround the Cryptococcus and form a granuloma, which
is shown as nodules on chest CT. Murayama et al.
analysed high-resolution CT findings of 13 immunocompe-
tent patients with pulmonary cryptococcosis [3]. They
found that the main manifestations were classified into
two patterns: multiple nodules (n = 7) and a single nodule
(n = 6). A consolidation pattern with multiple nodules was
observed in two cases.

Immunocompromised patients with pulmonary crypto-
coccosis reveal various CT findings. In these patients, the
Th1 response is not activated enough to form a granuloma
and fungi tend to diffuse to the surrounding tissues. The
frequency of consolidation is higher in immunocompro-
mised patients than in immunocompetent patients [5,6].
Yanagawa et al. compared CT findings of patients with
pulmonary cryptococcosis who were immunocompetent,
had AIDS and rheumatoid arthritis (RA), and used PSL

© 2020 The Authors. Respirology Case Reports published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd 3

on behalf of The Asian Pacific Society of Respirology



M. Nomura et al.

‘eydje-1032e} SISOIIBU Jnowin} “O-JN L
‘awoupuAs s,uaibols ‘sl snuyrie piojyewnayl ‘yy ‘auojosiupaid “1sd ‘eluownaud bujziuebio ‘do ‘a|qedijdde jou ‘y/N @1eXa530yldw ‘XA ‘Snijjdw salaqelp ‘NG ‘Aydeisbowoy paindwod ‘>

Cryptococcosis: steroid resistance in OP

so[npou opdnnu

‘SuOnepIOSu0d (0-IN-Due
[eIuswSas-uou “XIIN “1Sd Jo
pasoxduuy S[0Zeuoon]y + V/N [PIOIR[lg  UONRNSIUIWPE) VY W/zL 011 (6107) ovownyiy) 8
so[npou ordnnw
‘suoneprosuod (XL “1Sd J0
[euowIas-uou uonensuupe)
paaoxduy 9[ozeuoon[y + sn00000}dA1) ‘uroned 4O [exdreng SISOPTIOJJBSOINAN A4/59  [01] (6102) clownyIyD L
(1Sd J0
s9)Lo01s1y SUONEPI[OSUOD uonensuupe)
paaoxduy 9[ozeuoon[y + JR[OQA[E UI SN920003dAI1D) [exdreng ‘SIS 4/89 [#11 (2102) epeansiey] 9
sN92000)dA1D) (1D) senpou
YIIm [0 Jueld ‘SUOIIBPI[OSUOD
paaoxduy J[ozeuodn|q —  poeoonunnu ‘uraned JO [e1are[ig QUON N/0¢€ [11] (0107) 121889y S
SN220201dA1D) YIIm sontoedo Ayojed
1[99 JUBI3 pajesonupnu pUB SUOHEPI[OSUOD
pasoxduy 9[ozeuoon[y + ‘ewro[nueIsd ‘SISOIOAN [exdreng INa /8L [€1] (0102) WyonSrue], ¥
(1LD) ssnpou
9[ozouoony sogeydoioewr JejooAle Ul ‘SUOIIBPI[OSUOD
paroxduy /g urouojoyduwry V/N sN92000)dA1) ‘uroned 4O [exoreg Na /L9 [8] (S007) yremnuenuey)) €
9[0ZBUOIRIO)N sogeydoroewr Aq SUOIJBPI[OSUOD
pasoxdug /310Zeuoon] + posolfoo3eyd snoooo0idAI) [exareng INa N/+S [211 (S002) PO z
sontoedo Ayojed
paaoxduy dlozeuoony + uwoped JO pUE SUOIBPI[OSUOD) QuUON /1€ [6] (#002) TUsTY I
awodnQO Kderayj, suagnue s3urpuy [eor3ooyied s3urpuy 9seasIp punoidyoeqg x93s/A3y (1eaK) J0UyINy ase)
[892000)dA10 [eo130[01pel 1S9YD

wnIeg

*d0 Buimoys sn2o0x03dA Areuownd jo sased Huowe uosiedwo) °| a|qel

© 2020 The Authors. Respirology Case Reports published by John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd

<

on behalf of The Asian Pacific Society of Respirology



M. Nomura et al. Cryptococcosis: steroid resistance in OP

[5]. Nodules were the most common findings in all o w o
groups. Consolidation and ground-glass attenuation were . _c§ j j
found in 30% of the AIDS and RA groups, but they were % 5 M R 5
not found in the immunocompetent group. °l 3 -z g E g E g g E 0
Several case reports of pulmonary cryptococcosis have 3 ERIR %0 ) %D § g %Di p
revealed radiological and pathological findings of OP £ g & & - e & - P : T 85| §
(Table 1) [7-14]. Most of those patients were immunocom- é L; © o go f-T o é’o f-T = v E‘) iT‘ 5 g -‘g‘
promised and presented bilateral consolidation on chest CT; 3 % £ g28 g2 g 28 & é § f
however, two immunocompetent patients presented consoli- % & g =& = £ - g
dations on chest CT. Three cases were refractory to steroids 2 :E -z 2 -2 g
or immunosuppressants. All cases were successfully treated R = § § § @
with an antifungal drug. & § é ~ § 2 § ~ § %
There are two case reports of patients who were ini- é’ 38 _%D g & g & g a é
tially diagnosed with COP and re-diagnosed with pulmo- jg 2 o % ? % ? % ? E
nary cryptococcosis during steroid therapy (Table 2) g &= SR - g
[14,15]. In one case, Katsurada et al. concluded that pul- iy . O é =z é é &
monary cryptococcosis was misdiagnosed as COP in a g %‘3 = = 28 = ;
patient owing to the absence of pathological examination S i =2 & = 2 _ = 8 S
[14]. In the other case, Tashiro et al. considered that the 2 E £ £ 2 e % g % 3 %
patient with COP had an opportunistic Cryptococcus g O % E S g _L:“ S _;:“ S g s
infection after the administration of steroid treatment S M f M ,§
because the first pathological and bacterial examination % 24|, % S o % £ 5 E
by bronchoscopy showed no evidence of cryptococcal ; g gﬁ k> §n . E) = §u . 8 g 2
infection, and the initial consolidation improved only g TS é’) g 2 £ & é‘) g > £ 2 g
with steroid therapy [15]. E % S|l3 oM = g s 0mM g eo B
It is essential to discriminate COP from secondary OP 2|2 § ? E .5 % & ? E g o = &
because the management of secondary OP often needs f . A © ~ © g
treatment of the underlying disease; however, it is not easy S g -% g
to distinguish secondary OP from COP in clinical practice. £ £ g o o o 2
Drakopanagiotakis et al. recently reported that the clinical E[ 250 (@) o g
and radiological findings in patients with COP and sec- % t " © © © S
ondary OP are similar and non-specific [16]. £S5 2 2 2 b
Serum antigen testing for cryptococcosis may be useful 'E § gn '% '% 3% 'g
to differentiate pulmonary cryptococcosis and COP. The g %D B _ =2 _ =2 _ = E
sensitivity and specificity of serum antigen tests were 2 2 .:TE £ % £ % £ % qg’_
examined using 195 sera from 25 patients with pulmonary 2 : = é 5 ,‘—E 5 _“é 8 2
cryptococcosis and 170 patients with non-cryptococcosis. '§ S = . - %
A cut-off value of >1:8 showed a sensitivity of 76% (19/25) S = & g
and specificity of 98.9% (168/170) [17]. In our review, the % g 9 g 2
serum antigen test for cryptococcosis was examined in § §D § =i a °g’a
seven patients among those with pulmonary cryptococco- s é k= I _g A o ‘%
sis who showed an OP pattern on chest CT, and six of £ M é v S ;; o
them tested positive (Table 2). g y @ 8
We suspected three main reasons as to why our patient 2 g "-5’
with COP developed secondary pulmonary cryptococcosis. c;> & § % é =
First, the initial radiological finding of this patient was % <|e = §
multiple consolidations without nodules, which is rare on 5 % %) ¥ § E §
the chest CT scan of an immunocompetent patient with -% = -~ &= Q 2 E]
pulmonary cryptococcosis; second, the consolidations on g E k= § g g g @ §
chest CT scan at the time of diagnosis of COP were sensi- S <§ ’:F@ a £d g =) <
tive to the steroids; third, cryptococcosis yeast was not ~ &= M z £
detected in the result of the first bronchoscopy before the = % w
administration of PSL. e 1 « « =
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The patient used fertilizer made from chicken droppings
at his farm every day. Therefore, he was exposed to Cryp-
tococcus on a daily basis, and not surprisingly, he was
infected by Cryptococcus during steroid therapy. However,
there is a possibility that he had been infected by Crypto-
coccus at the time of his first symptom; serum cryptococ-
cal antigen was not examined before the corticosteroid was
administrated.

In conclusion, pulmonary cryptococcosis can result in
multiple consolidations on chest CT in immunocompetent
and immunocompromised patients. It is rare, but a sup-
erimposed infection of pulmonary cryptococcosis should
be considered in cases of COP non-responsive to steroids,
especially when deterioration is observed after an initial
improvement through steroid therapy.
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