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Abstract

Background: Atrial fibrillation (AF) is a common type of arrhythmia with higher incidence in countries with
increased prevalence of rheumatic heart disease (RHD), where AF contributes to significant morbidity and mortality
in young population. Atrial fibrosis is a common feature of AF. Delayed enhancement MRI (DE-MRI) is a well-
established method for characterizing fibrosis in ventricles. The use of DE-MRI to detect left atrial fibrosis helps to
evaluate the extent of atrial structural remodeling non-invasively. The aim of this study is to evaluate the atrial
fibrosis in patients with mitral valve disease, using the DE MR, regarding its amount, distribution, and relation to AF.

Results: Patients with AF were older and have longer duration of symptoms, smaller valve area, larger LA size, and
more fibrosis at the left atrium (with the posterior wall most frequently involved) in comparison to those with sinus
rhythm. Patients with atrial fibrosis were older and have longer duration of symptoms, smaller valve area, and larger
LA, and most of them had AF compared to those without fibrosis. The comparison between types of AF showed a
significant difference in the amount of atrial fibrosis that increases across the spectrum of AF.

Conclusion: In patients with rheumatic mitral valve diseases, AF is associated with more atrial fibrosis as assessed

by DE-MRI. Atrial fibrosis is the best independent predictor of AF.
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Background

Atrial fibrillation (AF) is the most common sustained
arrhythmia, being present in 0.4% of the overall popula-
tion and in 3-5% of those older than 65 years old [1].
This incidence is higher in countries with a high preva-
lence of rheumatic heart disease (RHD). In these coun-
tries, AF contributes to significant morbidity and
mortality in a relatively young population [2].

Atrial fibrosis is a common feature of clinical AF and is
associated with AF in a variety of experimental paradigms
[3, 4]. In humans, AF is secondary to underlying organic
heart disease in 70% of patients and lone AF in the rest
[5]. Increased collagen deposition has been documented
in lone-AF patients compared with sinus rhythm control
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subjects [6]. Fibrosis is also observed in AF patients with
underlying structural heart disease, including mitral valve
disease (MVD) and cardiomyopathy [7].

Delayed enhancement MRI (DE-MRI) is a well-
established, non-invasive method for characterizing fi-
brosis and tissue remodeling in the ventricle [8, 9]. Des-
pite its success, however, the use of DE-MRI has been
confined largely to the ventricle because of the chal-
lenges in the spatial resolution required to image the left
atrium (LA) wall. Of note, appropriate imaging method-
ology allows for successfully obtaining DE-MRI scans
with sufficient spatial resolution and signal-to-noise ratio
for visualization and analysis of left atrial tissue.

The use of DE-MRI to detect left atrial fibrosis im-
proves the opportunity to evaluate the extent of atrial
structural remodeling non-invasively.
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The aim of this study is to evaluate the atrial fibrosis
in patients with mitral valve disease, using the DE MRI,
regarding its amount, distribution, and relation to AF.

Methods

All procedures performed in this study were in accord-
ance with the ethical standards, approved by the ethics
committee of our institute, and complied with the Dec-
laration of Helsinki 1964 and its later amendments.
Written informed consent was obtained from all individ-
ual participants included in this study.

This study recruited prospectively two groups of pa-
tients: group A, 30 patients with rheumatic MVD in
sinus rhythm, and group B. 30 patients with rheumatic
MVD with symptomatic AF.

Exclusion criteria

1. Mitral valve disease requiring surgery
2. Contra-indications for cardiac MRI

Metallic medical devices including, e.g., pacemakers
or implantable cardioverter-defibrillator (ICD)
Unstable patients

Study design
All eligible patients in both groups were subjected to the
following:
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Clinical assessment

For each patient, a detailed history, complete physical
examination, 12-lead ECG, and routine laboratory tests
(including the CBC, liver and renal function tests, and
HbA1lc) were performed with special emphasis on an-
thropometric data (age, gender, and body weight), nature
and severity of the underlying heart disease, heart rate
and rhythm, and systolic and diastolic blood pressures at
the time of the study. AF defined as paroxysmal (AF that
terminates spontaneously or with intervention within 7
days of onset, episodes may recur with variable fre-
quency), persistent (continuous AF that is sustained > 7
days), and long-standing persistent (continuous AF of >
12 months duration) according to ACC/AHA/ESC 2014
Guidelines for the Management of Patients with Atrial
Fibrillation [10].

Trans-thoracic echocardiographic examination

For all patients, a comprehensive echocardiographic
examination was done in accordance with the recom-
mendations of the American Society of Echocardiog-
raphy with special empathies on the nature, severity of
MVD, any associated valvular lesions, and LA diameter
and volume. LA volume was calculated using biplane
area-length formula: 8 (A1) (A2)/3m (L), where Al and
A2 represent the maximal planimetered LA area ac-
quired from the apical 4- and 2-chamber views, respect-
ively, and L is length. The LA long-axis length is
determined as the distance of the perpendicular line
measured from the middle of the plane of the mitral an-
nulus to the superior aspect of the LA (Fig. 1). The
length was measured in both the 4- and 2-chamber

Fig. 1 Measurement of left atrial volume from the area-length method using the apical four-chamber (a) and apical two-chamber (b) views. The
length (L) is measured from the back wall to the line across the hinge points of the mitral valve (arrow). The shorter (L) from either the A4C or
A2C is used in the equation
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views and the shortest of these 2 length measurements
was used in the formula. Patients were studied in the su-
pine position, and ECG leads were connected to define
the timing of cardiac cycle events. This was performed
with GE Vivid 5 echocardiographic machine.

Cardiac MRI

No special instructions were required prior to the exam-
ination. Medications are not to be discontinued. Patients
were first screened for contraindication to MR imaging.
All steps of the study (including the breath-holding in-
structions) were explained for the patients.

A Philips Achiva, 3 Tesla (Netherland) superconduct-
ing magnet was used in a radiology center.

All patients were examined in the supine position,
head first.

Four carbon fibers ECG pads were placed on the an-
terior chest wall. The QRS complex was checked on the
MRI monitor; adjustments of the site of the leads was
done accordingly.

The SENSE (sensitivity encoding) cardiac coil (6-elem-
ent phased array coil, receive only) was used. It has a
rigid lower part and flexible upper part. The lower part
contains two phased array coil elements and the upper
part contains four elements. The respiratory sensor was
placed over the maximum area of respiratory movement
(abdomen or thorax) under the coil.

Cardiac MR protocol

Scout images were acquired first in orthogonal orienta-
tions for planning of the final long-axis and short-axis
views.

Standard delayed gadolinium enhancement imaging
was acquired about 15 min after the contrast agent injec-
tion (dose, 0.1 mmol/kg body weight; gadopentetate
dimeglumine (Magnevist)) using inversion-recovery-
prepared, gradient-echo pulse sequence with fat satur-
ation. Short-axis plane and long-axis planes were taken,
covering the whole atria, with the following parameters:

TR/TE: 3.8/1.86
Tl: 260-350
Matrix, 128 x 128

FOV: 300

NSA: 1

Bandwidth: 125 kHz
Flip angle: 15° Scan Time: 9-15s

Slice thickness: 8 mm Slice number: 8-11

The typical scan time for the DE-MRI study was 5 to
9 min, depending on the subject’s respiration and heart
rate. All patients underwent the MR examination with-
out complications.
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Image analysis

Images were transferred to a workstation (Brilliance 170
P) equipped with a dedicated cardiac software, for
further analysis. Fibrosis was defined as an area of
increased signal intensity of the atrial wall relative to the
normal myocardium in the late-enhancement images
[11]. Fibrosis was assessed in the left and right atria. The
LA was divided into three segments (septum, anterior
wall, and posterior wall) [7]. The amount of fibrosis was
estimated as:

1. Mild; when it involves a segment of a wall, two
segments of two walls, or an entire one wall of the
atrium (Figs. 2 and 3).

2. Moderate; when it involves one entire wall and a
part of another wall, two entire walls, or parts of
the three walls (Fig. 4).

3. Severe; when it involves the entire three walls of the
LA, circumferential involvement, or both the left
atrium (entire three walls) and right atrium [11]
(Fig. 5).

Statistical methodology
Statistical analysis was performed using Statistical
Package for Social Sciences, version 16 (SPSS 16). All of
the quantitative variables in this research were normally
distributed and accordingly are presented as mean + SD.
Qualitative data are presented as number (percentage).
The comparison between patients with atrial
fibrillation and those with sinus rhythm was conducted
using Student’s t test and chi-square. The correlation
was done between the amount of fibrosis and clinical
and echocardiographic variables. The probability value
of < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Fig. 2 DE-MRI showing mild atrial fibrosis (involves a part of the
posterior wall of the left atrium, arrows)
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Fig. 3 DE-MRI showing mild atrial fibrosis (involves a part of the
posterior wall of the left atrium and a part of the right
atrium, arrows)

Results
A total of 60 patients met eligibility criteria during the
study period.

Baseline clinical characteristics

The mean age was 32.6 + 8.2 years. Thirty-eight (63.3%)
patients were females. Two patients were hypertensive, 5
were diabetic, and one had cerebro-vascular stoke. All
patients were symptomatic with dyspnea; most of them
NYHA class II (47 patients, 78.3%). The New York Heart
Association (NYHA) Functional Classification provides a
simple way of classifying the extent of heart failure. It
places patients in one of four categories based on how
much they are limited during physical activity. In class I,
the ordinary physical activity does not cause undue

Fig. 4 DE-MRI showing LA enlargement and moderate atrial fibrosis
(involves the entire septum and the right atrium, arrows)

Fig. 5 DE-MRI showing severe left atrial fibrosis
(circumferential, arrows)

fatigue, palpitation, and dyspnea. In class II, the pa-
tient feels comfortable at rest while the ordinary
physical activity results in fatigue, palpitation, and
dyspnea. In class III, the patient feels comfortable at
rest while the less than ordinary physical activity re-
sults in fatigue, palpitation, and dyspnea. In class VI,
the patient is unable to carry on any physical activity
without discomfort with symptoms of heart failure at
rest, and if any physical activity is undertaken, dis-
comfort increases [12].

All patients with AF complained of palpitation with a
median duration of 12 months (range 6—48 months). All
patients were on beta-blockers and only 7 patients were
on amiodarone.

Baseline echocardiographic and MRI characteristics of the
patients

All patients had mitral stenosis; only 10 of them
had double MVD. All the ten patients had
predominant mitral stenosis and no more than
moderate regurgitation. The mitral valve area, the
LA diameter, and the atrial volume were evaluated
using echocardiography while the amount and
distribution of fibrosis were evaluated by the DE-
MRI (Table 1).

Comparison analysis

Patients with AF were compared to those in sinus rhythm
Patients in AF were older and have longer duration of
symptoms, smaller valve area, larger LA size, and more
fibrosis, involving the left atrium more than the right
one with the posterior left atrial wall most frequently
involved (Table 2).


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Congestive_heart_failure
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Table 1 Baseline echocardiographic and MRI data

Variable

Mean (SD)
or no (%)

Valve lesion

Mitral stenosis 50 (83.3%)

Double mitral valve disease 10 (16.7%)
Mitral valve area by echocardiography, cm? 1254017
Atrial dimension

LA diameter by echocardiography, cm 482 + 051

LA diameter by echocardiography/BSA, cm/m? 262 + 0308
Atrial volume

LA volume by echocardiography, ml 7303+ 773

LA volume index by echocardiography, ml/m? 3975 + 464
Amount of fibrosis by DE-MRI

No fibrosis 20 (33.3%)

Mild fibrosis 13 (21.7%)

Moderate fibrosis 12 (20%)

Severe fibrosis 15 (25%)
Distribution of fibrosis by DE-MRI

Left atrium

Posterior wall 34 (55.7%)
Anterior wall 18 (29.5%)
Septum 21 (34.4%)

Right atrium 25 (41%)

BSA body surface area

Patients with atrial fibrosis were compared to those without
atrial fibrosis

Patients with atrial fibrosis were older and have longer
duration of symptoms, smaller valve area, and larger LA,
and most of them (75%) had atrial fibrillation (Table 3).

Patients were compared according to the type of AF

The comparison between types of AF showed a
significant difference in the amount of atrial fibrosis that
increases across the spectrum of AF (more in long-
standing persistent AF than persistent AF than paroxys-
mal AF) with more involvement of the left atrium than
the right one. Among the three left atrial walls, the pos-
terior one is the most involved (Table 4).

A one way ANOVA test was conducted to show the
differences among types of atrial fibrillation (paroxysmal,
persistent, and long-standing persistent). There was sig-
nificant difference regarding age, duration of symptoms,
valve area by echo, LA size by echo, and duration of AF
(Table 5).

Regression analysis

Prediction of atrial fibrillation

Binary logistic regression was conducted to determine
the predictors of AF. The amount of atrial fibrosis

(2020) 51:199

Page 5 of 10

Table 2 Comparison between patients in sinus rhythm and
those in AF

Patients in sinus Patients in AF P

rhythm (n =30) (n=30) value
Age, years 30.7 £ 698 3517 +£876 0016
Gender, female 12 (54.5%) 10 (45.5%) 0.789
DM 0 5(16.7%) 0.02
HTN 0 2 (6.7%) 1.154
Qvs 0 1 (3.3%) 0317
Duration of symptoms, 20 £7.27 31.80 £ 1638  0.001
months
Mitral valve area by 133 +£0.182 1.17 £0.121 < 0.001
echo, cm?
LA diameter by echo,cm 4.5 £ 0335 5.13 £ 0469 < 0.001
LA diameter/BSA, cm/m? 246 + 022 278 +0.29 < 0.001
LA volume by echo, ml 68.20 + 6.67 7787 535 < 0.001
LA volume index by 3730+ 4.28 4220 £ 362 < 0.001
echo, ml/m?
Presence of fibrosis 10 (33.3%) 30 (100%) < 0.001
Moderate or severe fibrosis 6 (21%) 21 (70%) < 0.001
Distribution of fibrosis
Left atrial walls involved
Posterior wall 8 (26.7%) 26 (86.7%) < 0.001
Septum 1(3.3%) 20 (66.7%) < 0.001
Anterior wall 4 (14%) 14 (46.7%) 0.005
Right atrium 6 (20%) 19 (63.3%) 0.001
involvement

DM diabetes mellitus, HTN hypertension, CVS cerebrovascular stroke, BSA body
surface area

followed by LA size was the most important predictor of
atrial fibrillation.

Stepwise multivariate regression analysis was done to
estimate the importance of each variable contribution in
the prediction model. Left atrial fibrosis, left atrial
volume, and then mitral valve area are the most
important predictors of atrial fibrillation in this
descending order.

Prediction of atrial fibrosis
Binary logistic regression was conducted to determine
the predictors of atrial fibrosis. Valve area followed by
LA size is the most important predictor of atrial fibrosis.
Stepwise multivariate regression analysis was done to
estimate the importance of each variable contribution in
the prediction model. Valve area, gender, and then
symptoms duration are the most important predictors of
atrial fibrosis in this descending order.

Prediction of severe atrial fibrosis
Binary logistic regression was conducted to determine
the predictors of severe atrial fibrosis. Left atrial size
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Table 3 Comparison between patients with atrial fibrosis and those without atrial fibrosis

Patients with atrial fibrosis (n = 40) Patients without atrial fibrosis (n = 20) P value
Age, year 3472 £ 811 2840 £ 7.00 0.004
Gender, male 19 (54.5%) 3 (45.5%) 0014
DM 5(12.5%) 0 0.159
HTN 2 (5%) 0 0.548
(@S 1(2.5%) 0 0.99
Duration of symptoms, month 29.55 + 1490 18.60 + 7.76 0.003
Mitral valve area by echo, cm? 1.18 £ 0.162 138 +0.116 < 0.001
LA diameter by echo, cm 499 + 0.537 446 £ 0.176 < 0.001
LA diameter/BSA, cm/m? 271 +£0315 240 +0.184 < 0.001
LA volume by echo, ml 7560 * 745 67.90 = 545 < 0.001
LA volume index by echo, ml/m? 41.09 + 437 37.07 £ 404 0.001
Atrial fibrillation 30 (75%) 0 < 0.001

DM diabetes mellitus, HTN hypertension, CVS cerebrovascular stroke, BSA body surface area

followed by symptoms duration is the most important
predictor of severe atrial fibrosis.

Stepwise multivariate regression analysis was done to
estimate the importance of each variable contribution in
the prediction model. Left atrial diameter followed by
symptoms duration is the most important predictor of
severe atrial fibrosis.

Discussion

Atrial fibrosis (amount and distribution)

Left atrial (LA) late gadolinium enhancement (LGE) on
cardiovascular magnetic resonance (CMR) imaging is
indicative of fibrosis and has been correlated with
reduced LA function, increased LA volume, and poor
procedural outcomes in cohorts with atrial fibrillation
(AF) [12]. Previous studies had assessed left atrial

fibrosis using DE-MRI. However, these studies were
done in non-valvular AF patients [7, 11]. To the best of
our knowledge, our study is the first one to study atrial
fibrosis regarding its amount and distribution in patients
with rheumatic MVD using DE-MRL

Amount of fibrosis

Among the most consistently described structural
abnormalities associated with AF is the development of
atrial fibrosis [13]. Atrial fibrosis is the process in which
collagen and extracellular matrix are deposited within
the atria, often resulting in heterogeneous conduction
and impaired contraction. It has been described in a
range of conditions including aging [14, 15], heart failure
[16, 17], valve disease [18], hypertension [19, 20], and
myocardial infarction (MI) [21].

Table 4 Comparison between patients according to the type of AF regarding demographic data and atrial fibrosis

Paroxysmal AF (n = 10) Persistent AF (n = 9) Long-standing persistent AF (n = 11) P value
Gender, female 6 (60%) 6 (66.7%) 8 (72.7%) 0.544
DM 0 2 (22.2%) 3 (27.3%) 0.103
HTN 0 1(11.1%) 1(9.1%) 0440
CVS 0 0 1 (3.3%) 0.248
Presence of fibrosis
Mild 9 (90%) 0 0 < 0.001
Moderate 1 (10%) 5 (55.6%) 0 < 0.001
Severe 0 4 (44.4%) 11 (100%) < 0.001
Distribution of fibrosis
Left atrial walls
Posterior wall 7 (70%) 8 (88.9%) 11 (100%) 0.048
Septum 3 (30%) 6 (66.7%) 11 (100%) 0.001
Anterior wall 0 3 (33.3%) 11 (100%) < 0.001
Right atrium involvement 2 (20%) 6 (66.7%) 11 (100%) < 0.001

DM diabetes mellitus, HTN hypertension, CVS cerebro-vascular stroke
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Table 5 Comparison between types of AF regarding demographic and echocardiographic data

Paroxysmal AF (n = 10) Persistent AF (n = 9) Long-standing AF (n = 11) P (ANOVA)
Age, year 2882 £ 571 37.56 £ 7.68 39.0 £9.19 0.012
Duration of symptoms, month 21 +903 3333+ 170 3982 +17.23 0.031
Duration of AF, month 138 + 494 7.89 + 202 262 + 1202 < 0.001
Valve area by echo, cm? 1.24 + 0.052 117 £0.132 110+ 012 0.024
LA diameter by echo, cm 4.74 £0.12 517 £ 044 546 + 043 < 0.001
LA diameter/BSA, cm/m? 253+0.12 276 £0.19 303 +£0.27 < 0.001
LA volume by echo, ml 725 £ 1.26 78.89 £ 4.78 8191 396 < 0.001
LA volume index, ml/m? 3948 + 1.82 4121 + 301 4408 + 3.12 < 0.001

In our study, the presence of atrial fibrosis was more
in patients with AF than those in sinus rhythm. Patients
with AF showed more severe fibrosis. The amount of
atrial fibrosis increases with age, duration of symptoms,
and progression of mitral stenosis and LA enlargement.
The burden of atrial fibrosis increases across the
spectrum of AF. The amount of atrial fibrosis was the
best predictor of AF. Using stepwise multivariate
regression analysis, atrial fibrosis is still keeping its
statistical significant as the best independent predictor
of AF.

Previous studies have observed the association
between atrial fibrosis and AF in both animal models
[17, 22, 23] and humans [24, 25]. However, in general,
most of these studies have been performed in vitro or
on explanted tissues, with limited clinical application.

Platonov et al. [25] found a twofold to threefold
increase in the amount of inflammatory cell count and
fibrosis by histopathological examination in a patient
with AF compared to a control group. These findings
were more prevalent and extensive with permanent
compared to paroxysmal AF patients.

Swartz et al. [26] found that atrial fibrosis was more in
patients who developed post-operative AF compared to
those remaining in the sinus rhythm in patients going
for open-heart surgery without prior history of AF.

Distribution of atrial fibrosis
Among the atrial walls studied (septal, anterior and
posterior left atrial walls, and right atrial wall), the
posterior left atrial wall is the most frequently affected
site in all patients (56.6%) and in both sinus and AF sub-
groups (26.7% and 86.7%, respectively). This could be
explained to the regional propensities for inflammatory
reaction in rheumatic fever (MacCallum patch) [7, 24].
Platonov et al. [25] took atrial tissue samples from
different locations: crista terminalis at right atrium
lateral wall, Bachmann’s bundle, superior portion of the
interatrial groove, posterior left atrial wall at superior
pulmonary vein level, centrally between pulmonary vein
ostia, and at inferior pulmonary veins level. They found

that the only site-specific, time-dependent change was in
the LA at the level of inferior PV. The explanation was
that in addition to the possible regional propensities for
fibrotic reaction, the characteristics of cardiac motion
may play a role. The fulcrum of atrial movement is the
site of attachment of the pericardium around the atria-
PV junction and may explain relatively accelerated evi-
dence of tissue damage at some sites more than the
others.

Oaks et al. [7] demonstrated that not only the extent
but also the locations of LA enhancement appear to be
important predictors of ablation success. Patients who
suffered recurrent AF showed enhancement in all
portions of the LA, whereas patients who responded
successfully to ablation showed enhancement limited
primarily to the posterior wall and septum.

Atrial fibrosis and atrial fibrillation: a cause and effect
relationship?

Atrial fibrosis and AF have been shown to occur
concurrently, but it is unclear whether there is a direct
cause and effect relationship or whether these events
occur as a consequence of independent pathologic
changes in the heart [27].

A number of studies have been performed to establish
whether fibrosis always accompanies AF. Clinically,
histological analyses of atrial biopsy samples from
patients with lone AF revealed that 25% of these patients
exhibited no hallmarks of atrial fibrosis [28]. In human
lone AF, it has been shown that long-term assessment of
patients diagnosed with AF, which had normal-sized
atria upon diagnosis, does lead to structural remodeling
of the atria causing atrial enlargement and dilatation
over a subsequent period of 20 months [29].

Animal models of chronic atrial fibrosis, which utilized
chronic rapid ventricular pacing or over-expression of
transforming growth factor-f1 (TGF-f1), have an associ-
ated increase in atrial fibrosis with increased AF induc-
ibility [23, 30].

In our study, most of the patients (n = 40, 66.6%)
showed atrial fibrosis that could be explained by the
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underlying rheumatic MVD (essentially a chronic
inflammatory disease). All patients in the AF group showed
atrial fibrosis. The presence of atria fibrosis in one-third of
the patients in the sinus rhythm group suggests a cause ra-
ther than an effect relationship. Furthermore, atrial fibrosis
was the best predictor of AF. On the other hand, AF was
not a significant predictor of atrial fibrosis. Consistent with
these data, ROC analysis showed that atrial fibrosis showed
the largest area under the curve (AUC = 0.9) for prediction
of AF with more than mild atrial fibrosis could predict AF
with a sensitivity of 100% and specificity of 66%. In
addition, ROC analysis using left atrial diameter could pre-
dict atrial fibrosis at a smaller size than AF (4.55 vs. 4.65
cm) that suggests that atrial fibrosis precedes atrial fibrilla-
tion at least in this cohort of patients with rheumatic heart
disease. So, we can conclude that atrial fibrosis is the cause
of AF in patients with rheumatic MVD.

Relation between atrial size and atrial fibrillation/fibrosis
Left atrial (LA) enlargement has been proposed as a
barometer of diastolic burden and a predictor of common
cardiovascular outcomes such as atrial fibrillation, stroke,
congestive heart failure, and cardiovascular death.

Prospective data from the large population-based stud-
ies have established a relationship between M-mode
antero-posterior LA diameter and the risk of developing
AF [31, 32]. In the Framingham study, a 5-mm incremen-
tal increase in the antero-posterior LA diameter was asso-
ciated with a 39% increased risk for subsequent
development of AF [33]. In the Cardiovascular Health
Study, subjects in sinus rhythm with an antero-posterior
LA diameter > 5.0 cm had approximately four times the
risk of developing AF during the subsequent period of sur-
veillance [32]. LA volume has been shown to predict AF
in patients with cardiomyopathy [34] and first-diagnosed
non-valvular AF in a random sample of elderly Olmsted
County residents who had undergone investigation with a
clinically indicated echocardiogram [35].

In our study, LA size was larger in patients with AF
than those in sinus rhythm and the LA size differs
significantly across the spectrum of AF.

In our study, minimal increase in LA diameter and size
were associated with increased odds of developing AF, as a
1-mm incremental increase in LA diameter was associated
with 49% increase in the odds of developing AF and a 1-ml
incremental increase in LA volume was associated with
32% increase in the odds of developing AF.

LA diameter > 4.65cm could predict AF with a
sensitivity and specificity of 80% and 84%, respectively. LA
volume > 72.5ml could predict AF with a sensitivity and
specificity of 83% and 74%, respectively. This smaller
threshold to predict AF compared to the Cardiovascular
Health Study [36] could also be explained by the
rheumatic etiology of AF.
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Knackstedt et al. [37] conducted a study using dogs
and induced CHF using rapid ventricular stimulation
followed by rapid atrial stimulation to induce AF. They
found that atrial fibrillation/CHF leads to significant
atrial fibrosis and dilation. They concluded that
increased echocardiographic size correlates to the degree
of atrial fibrosis and may be used as a simple clinical
marker for atrial fibrosis. The fibrosis accompanying
atrial dilatation may also explain why LA size, as
determined by echocardiography, is a strong predictor of
cardioversion success.

In our study, the LA size was larger in patients with
atrial fibrosis than those without atrial fibrosis. Among
clinical and echocardiographic variables, LA diameter
had the greatest correlation with LA fibrosis (r = 0.74, P
< 0.001). LA diameter > 5.05 cm can predict severe atrial
fibrosis with a sensitivity and specificity of 93% and 94%,
respectively. Taking these data together, we can
conclude that LA can be used as a simple marker of
atrial fibrosis and may guide the success of AF ablation
in patients with rheumatic MVD.

Relation between mitral valve area and atrial fibrillation/
fibrosis

To the best of our knowledge, our study is the first one
to study the relation between mitral valve area and atrial
fibrillation/fibrosis using DE MRI.

We found that the mitral valve area was smaller in
patients with AF than those in the sinus rhythm. The
mitral valve area differs significantly across the spectrum
of AF and could differentiate between the three different
types of AF. A 1-mm incremental decrease in mitral
valve area is associated with 2.71 times increase in the
risk of developing AF.

Mitral valve area < 1.25 cm? can predict atrial fibrosis
with a sensitivity and specificity of 95% and 73%. The
mitral valve area was the best independent predictor for
the presence of atrial fibrosis.

Mitral valve area/LA size and atrial fibrosis

The mitral valve area showed better sensitivity and
specificity for the prediction of the presence of atrial
fibrosis. On the other hand, LA diameter showed better
sensitivity and specificity for the prediction of severe
atrial fibrosis.

Taken these data together, we can conclude that
mitral valve area is a simple marker for early atrial
fibrosis while LA size is a simple marker for severe atrial
fibrosis. This could be explained by the natural history
of rheumatic MVD where LA enlargement develops
secondary to valve distortion and the subsequent
progressive  hemodynamic load and  structural
remodeling.
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Conclusion

e In patients with rheumatic MVD, AF is associated
with more atrial fibrosis as assessed by DE-MRL
Posterior left atrial wall is the most frequently af-
fected atrial wall.

e Atrial fibrosis is the best independent predictor of
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Ethics approval and consent to participate

All procedures performed in this study were in accordance with the ethical
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participants included in this study.

The ethics committee reference numbers are not available, as the study was
started 3 years ago and ended 15 months later, the numbers were not
collected at the time of start and could not be reached now.

atrial fibrillation and seems to be a cause rather than

an effect.
e Mitral valve area is a simple predictor of early

Consent for publication
All patients included in this research gave written informed consent to
publish the data contained within this study.

fibrosis while LA size is a simple predictor of severe

atrial fibrosis.

Limitations

e The present study is limited by the sample size of 30

patients in the sinus rhythm group and another 30
patients in the AF group, but this was sufficient to
draw conclusions.

e Extended Holter monitoring and event monitor
were not available to detect asymptomatic AF.
However, frequent ECG recording during clinic
visits was done.
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e We could not segment atrial walls and calculate the

relative extent of fibrosis within the LA wall with a

threshold-based algorithm. However, defining fibro-

sis as an area of high signal intensity of the atrial

wall relative to the normal myocardium was simple

and reproducible.

e The presence of cardiac and respiratory motion
artifacts and other MRI noise may lead to the
inappropriate detection and quantification of
fibrosis, although such effects appeared to be
minimal in this study.
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