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History of present illness:  A 65-year-old male with a past medical history of hypertension presented to the 
emergency department with a rash on both of his thighs and legs for the last ten days. The patient stated 
that he initially developed blisters on both of his knees, which then popped and scabbed over. He then 
noticed the gradual onset of a purple rash over his knees that was painful and warm to the touch. The patient 
reported cocaine use for the past two months but reported that he stopped after he noticed the blisters 
because he had previously been hospitalized for a similar condition in 2013. His rash at that time was 
attributed to an adulterant in the cocaine. He stated that in 2013 he required a several-day hospital stay for 
renal injury. On exam, his vital signs were within normal limits and he was afebrile. Lab workup was significant 
for a serum creatinine of 3 mg/dL (previous baseline 1.0 mg/dL) and a hemoglobin level of 7.4 g/dL (baseline 
between 8 and 9 g/dL). 

Significant findings: An asymmetric pattern of palpable purpura with bullae was noted on bilateral lower 
extremities with smaller patches on bilateral upper extremities. There was no tenderness or crepitus. 
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Discussion: In 2009, the drug enforcement administration (DEA) reported that 30% of seized cocaine was 
found to be cut by Levamisole, which is thought to be primarily used as a diluent.1 Levamisole is an immune 
modulator and anthelminthic agent used in the 1970’s as a therapy for conditions like rheumatoid arthritis, 
pediatric nephrotic syndrome, and breast cancer. Its use was discontinued when patients began exhibiting 
serious side effects including agranulocytosis, thrombocytopenia, arthritis, vasculitis and skin necrosis.2 
These side effects predominantly occurred in women and had a mean age of incidence of 44 years when used 
as an immunomodulatory agent.3 Levamisole-induced vasculitis has since become an increasingly recognized 
complication of cocaine use. It commonly presents with fever, myalgias, arthralgias and skin findings that can 
include purpura, petechiae, subcutaneous nodules, bullae and necrosis.4 The most common complication is 
the need for surgical consultation and debridement if the vasculitis leads to skin necrosis. Our patient 
presented with an acute kidney injury; however, this is not widely reported in other case studies.  
 
Treatment is largely supportive, although agents such as steroids, nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 
(NSAIDs) and colchicine have reportedly been used.5 Disposition is variable and largely depends on the 
severity of vasculitis and resulting skin findings. The patient should be encouraged to stop cocaine use given 
a high likelihood of re-exposure to Levamisole. The patient presented in this case was admitted to the 
hospital due to both his skin findings and acute kidney injury. His lesions and renal injury improved over time 
and he was discharged home.  
  
Topics: Levamisole, cocaine, cocaine induced vasculitis. 
 
References:  
1. Casale JF, Corbeil FM, Hays PA. Identification of levamisole impurities found in illicit cocaine exhibits. Microgram J. 2008;6(3-

4):82-88.  
2. Aurora N, Janin T, Bhanot R, Natesan S. Levamisole-induced leukocytoclastic vasculitis and neutropenia in a patient with 

cocaine use: an extensive case with necrosis of skin, soft tissue and cartilage. Addict Sci Clin Pract. 2012; 7:19. doi: 
10.1186/1940-0640-7-19. 

3. Parkinson DR, Jerry LM, Shibata HR, et al. Complications of cancer immunotherapy with levamisole. Lancet. 
1977;1(8022):1129-1132. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(77)92386-8. 

4. Carlson JA, Ng BT, Chen KR. Cutaneous vasculitis update: diagnostic criteria, classification, epidemiology, etiology, 
pathogenesis, evaluation and prognosis. Am J Dermatopathol. 2005; 27(6):504-528. 

5. Sayadi L, Laub D. Levamisole-induced vasculitis. Eplasty. 2018;18: ic5. 




