
 

Apixaban is a safe alternative to warfarin
during catheter ablation of atrial fibrillation
20 March 2018

Apixaban and warfarin are equally safe during
catheter ablation of atrial fibrillation, according to
results of the AXAFA-AFNET 5 trial presented
today in a late-breaking trial session at EHRA
2018, a European Society of Cardiology (ESC)
congress. There were similar rates of stroke and
bleeding, and an improvement in cognitive function
was shown for the first time. 

Nearly one-third of all strokes are caused by atrial
fibrillation. Oral anticoagulation is the cornerstone
of stroke prevention in patients with atrial
fibrillation. ESC guidelines recommend non-vitamin
K antagonist oral anticoagulants (NOACs) in
preference to vitamin K antagonists (VKAs) such
as warfarin, except in patients with a mechanical
heart valve or rheumatic mitral valve stenosis.2
Unlike VKAs, NOACs do not require frequent
monitoring and dose adjustment, and NOACs
reduce long-term rates of stroke and death
compared to VKAs.

Catheter ablation is used in patients with atrial
fibrillation to restore and maintain the heart's
normal rhythm, but the procedure has an inherent
risk of stroke, bleeding, acute brain lesions, and
potentially of cognitive impairment. ESC guidelines
recommend that patients continue taking their
prescribed NOAC or VKA during the procedure.
The results of this study confirm that the NOAC
apixaban is as safe as a VKA in this situation.

The AXAFA-AFNET 5 trial was the first
randomised trial to examine whether continuous
apixaban was a safe alternative to a VKA during 
catheter ablation of atrial fibrillation.3 The study
design has been previously reported.4 Briefly, 633
patients with atrial fibrillation and additional stroke
risk factors scheduled to undergo atrial fibrillation
ablation in Europe and the US were randomised to
receive either continuous apixaban or the locally
used VKA (warfarin, phenprocoumon,
acenocoumarol, or fluindione).

The primary outcome was a composite of all-cause
death, stroke, and major bleeding up to three
months after ablation. It occurred in 22 patients
randomised to apixaban and 23 randomised to
VKA. Professor Paulus Kirchhof, international chief
investigator of the trial, said: "The results show that
apixaban is a safe alternative to warfarin during
catheter ablation of atrial fibrillation in patients at
risk of stroke."

The researchers assessed cognitive function at the
beginning and end of the trial and found that it
improved equally in both treatment groups.
Professor Kirchhof said: "This is the first
randomised trial to show that cognitive function is
improving after atrial fibrillation ablation. It is
possible that this is due to continuous
anticoagulation, although we did not test this
specifically." A magnetic resonance imaging sub-
study in 335 patients showed a similar rate of silent
strokes in the apixaban (27%) and VKA (25%)
groups.

Professor Kirchhof noted that patients in the trial
were four years older than participants of previous
studies with the NOACs rivaroxaban5 and
dabigatran.6 Other features of the trial were that
local investigators chose the VKA and catheter
ablation procedure which led to the use of a variety
of drugs and techniques. He said: "These
characteristics of the trial mean that the results
apply to older patients and in different clinical
settings." 
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