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Airway mucus
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Hypersecretion of mucus is a cardinal sign of airways
inflammation. Normally, secretion of mucus is designed
to protect the respiratory portion of the lung from injury,
but in disease its chronic overproduction in large air-
ways (bronchi) and its appearance in small conducting
airways (bronchioles) may be detrimental. Its relevance
to patient discomfort and infection is generally accept-
ed, but its relationship to rapid decline in lung function
and death is much debated. The series "Airway mucus"
represents a synopsis of part of the scientific programme
of the annual congress of the Korean Society of Applied
Pharmacology, held during April 1996, during which
the views of an international forum of expert speakers
were heard and discussed.

JEFFERY and LI [1] (London, UK) outline the structure
and cellular origins of respiratory mucus, and present
data on newly discovered mucin genes and the recent
microscopic results of an endotoxin-induced animal mod-
el of mucous cell metaplasia and hypersecretion. The
views of KIM [2], as a practising physician, are given
in respect of the role and management of airway mucus
in health and disease. The role of airway epithelium in
inducing and modulating airway inflammation and its
secretion of mucus via the production of proinflamma-
tory cytokines are summarized by MARTIN and co-work-
ers [3].

In vitro culture of airway epithelium is a requirement
to enable us to begin to unravel the complexities and
understand the many factors (e.g. dietary and intersti-
tial), which determine its state of mucociliary differ-
entiation. WU and co-workers [4] are internationally
recognized workers, who provide us with an insight into
these factors and remind us of the plasticity of epithe-
lial cells. KIM and co-workers [5] review the structure
and regulation of secretion of goblet cell mucins using
primary airway epithelial cells in culture, which make
it possible to investigate the biochemical mechanisms of
secretion at a cellular level. WIDDICOMBE and co-workers
[6] remind us that airway fluid is a mixture of mucus
and the results of ion and fluid flux across both the sur-
face and glandular epithelium: they review the factors

that regulate the depth and composition of surface liq-
uid. The flow properties of mucus, which allow its nor-
mal clearance from the respiratory tract by mucociliary
transport, and those properties which relate to the capac-
ity to remove secretions by cough, are reviewed by KING

[7], as are selected animal models which allow for the
controlled study of mucous hypersecretion.

Finally, several classes of drug are capable of alter-
ing the secretion of mucus or its physical properties per
se. These, together with the fascinating results of the
use of Chinese traditional medicines, are presented by
MIYATA and KAI [8].

We hope that the review series "Airway mucus" will
provide an informative update on an important topic of
interest both to the scientist and clinician.
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