
7. Title: Study o f  Malabsarption. V. The Effect of Prophylactic Folic Acid in  Preventing Tropical 
Malabsarption Syndromes. 

Principal Investigator: Andrew G. Plaut, CPT. MC 

Associate Investigators: Kenneth Blaydow, CPT. MC" 
Richard D. Buchanan, CPT. MC 
Pearl Anderson, Ph.D.** 

Period o f  Report: Apr i l  1967-31 March 1968 

Object ive This study was original ly planned to answer this question: Wi l l  the administration of fo l ic  

acid b y  mouth to normal Americans in  Thailand prevent intestinal malabsorption as determined by  cl inical 
and biochemical means 3 This i s  no longer its objective (see below). 

Description Details of the study plan may be found in the preceeding SMRL Annual Report. In brief, a 
group o f  28 volunteers from a Special Forces Unit in  Lopburi, Thailand were studied b y  history, physical 
examination and biochemical tests (outlined below). They were then randomly divided into two groups, 
one receiving 5 mgm fo l ic  acid by mouth daily, the other receiving one placebo tablet dai ly  in double 
bl ind fashion. A l l  subiects were restudied 8 months later in an  identical way to the baseline study. 

During the eight months, their symptoms were noted by one of us, and cases o f  illness recorded. Baseline 
data are  reported in the last SMRL Annual Report, 

The diet o f  these men is largely American in type, and food stuffs (excluding fruits and vegetables) 
comes through the PX system. Thili food prepared in  the Thai manner i s  consumed in very small quantities. 

Progress At the time o f  restudy af ter  being fol lowed for 8 months, i t  was apparent that fo l ic  acid and 

placebo tablets were not taken regularly by  many o f  the study subjects. Since the pi l ls were taken so 
kegularCy i t  became apparent that any changes in  the-f-reated individuals would be impossible 
to  interpret, so the study was changed to  include only those individuals on placebo. Therefore i t  became, 
essentially, a study o f  what happens in  8 months to  13  healthy American troops in Thailand as far  as 
intestinal function i s  concerned. 

The collection o f  data i s  now complete. It i s  summarized in  Table 22. During the eight months 
per iod  there was a significant decrease in xylose absorption and serum cholesterol and carotene concentration 
for  the group as a whole. Lactose absorption fo r  the group as a whole d id  not change, but those 
subjects who had the most pronounced fa l l  in xylose absorptive capacity also had the rlost pronounced 
f a l l  i n  lactose absorption. A f a l l  in xylose absorptive capacity was associated with greater fal ls in serum 
cholesterol and ,9-carotene. I t  i s  interesting to note that the lat ter  f e l l  in every mcln. Serum to ta l  
proteins were decreased in  a l l  but one subject, and in every case this f a l l  was specifically due to serum 

albumin; globulin remained the same. Folic acid levels were generally low normal at both study periods. 
Anemia d id  not occur i n  any subject. There was no change in body weight in  the group as a whole, nor 
could individual changes be correlated with biochemical abnormalities. 

Intestinal biopsy specimens (jejunum) showed that over the eight month period, most individuals 
developed changes including non-specific abnormalities and/or acute inflammatory changes. Three subiects 

had non-specific abnormalities at the time baseline studies were performed. There was a poor correlation 
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