
Disclaimer: We are receiving frequent COVID-related questions about drug concerns and potential interactions. 
This information is as April 16, 2020. We will do our best to keep you up to date with this ever evolving situation. 
This is the most update information at the time of publication.  

ELDERBERRY

Elderberry (Sambucus nigra) is the dark purple berry from the European elder tree. The berries are rich in 
flavonoids like anthocyanins – powerful plant pigments that reduce inflammation and have antiviral properties. 
In vitro studies have demonstrated that the flavonoids isolated from the elderberry extract were found to bind 
to H1N1 virions and block the ability of the virus to infect host cells 1 .

Elderberry fruit extract is generally considered safe for short term use in colds and influenza. In one placebo-
controlled, double-blind study, 93.3% of the people taking an elderberry preparation reported significant 
improvement in influenza symptoms within 2 days of starting it, compared with the 6 days it took for the 
placebo group to see improvement 2.

As a part of its immune supportive actions, elderberry increases immune cell release of cytokines. Specifically, 
the cytokine IL-B, which is a part of the inflammatory reaction to COVID-19 that can result in acute respiratory 
distress 3. For this reason, to minimize the possibility that elderberry could aggravate the inflammatory 
“cytokine storm” associated with the more severe COVID-19 infections, it is recommended to stop elderberry at 
the first signs of infection (fever, cough, or sore throat) and/or if the patient tests positive for the virus.

1. Roschek B, Fink RC, McMichael MD, Li D, Alberte RS. Elderberry flavonoids bind to and prevent H1N1 
infection in vitro. Phytochemistry. 2009; 70:1255-1261. https://www.naturalmedicinejournal.com/
journal/2009-12/elderberry-extract-and-influenza-virus

2.  Zakay-Rones Z, Varsano N, Zlotnik M, et al. Inhibition of several strains of influenza virus in vitro and 
reduction of symptoms by an elderberry extract (Sambucus Nigra L.) during an outbreak of Influenza B 
Panama. J Altern Complement Med. 1995;1(4):361–9. 

3. Barak V, Halperin T, and Kalickman I. The effect of Sambucol, a black Elderberry-based, natural product, on 
the production of human cytokines: I. inflammatory cytokines. European Cytokine Network 12, no. 2 (June 
2001): 290–96.  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11399518  

SIDE EFFECTS WITH HYDROZYCHLOROQUININE AND CHLOROQUINE

Hydroxychloroquine and chloroquine are being used both outpatient and inpatient for experimental treatment 
of COVID-19. Even though these medications are generally well tolerated, there is still a risk for side effects, such 
as QT prolongation, hypoglycemia, and neuropsychiatric effects.
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Hydroxychloroquine and chloroquine should not be administered in patients with prolonged QT intervals 
at baseline or in those who have an increased risk of arrhythmia. Caution should be used in administration 
in patients with cardiac disease, a history of ventricular arrhythmias, bradycardia, uncorrected potassium 
or magnesium, and with other medications that could prolong the QT interval including but not limited to 
amiodarone, fluoroquinolones, citalopram, and azithromycin.

Both hydroxychloroquine and chloroquine are contraindicated per FDA packaging in the presence of retinal or 
visual field changes, though consideration of risk:benefit may be done in treatment of malaria and settings with 
strong literature supporting benefit. Use should be avoided in patients with known G6PD deficiency because 
of the risk for hemolysis. Current FDA recommendations note to use caution when prescribing these agents to 
patients with existing renal impairment, hepatic impairment, and a history of seizures due to the potential for 
an increased risk of side effects. Though these are not commonly seen in usual practice; careful consideration 
should be taken regarding these risks if prescribing in an experimental setting. Because of this, enrollment in a 
clinical trial for use of these agents is recommended.

1. Hydroxychloroquine [package insert]. Bridgewater, NJ. Sanofi-Aventis U.S. LLC.; 2006.
2. Chloroquine [package insert]. Eatontown, NJ. West-Ward Pharmaceutical Corp; 2009.
3. A Bhimraj, RL Morgan, A H Shumaker, V Lavergne et al.  Infectious Diseases Society of America Guidelines 

on the Treatment and Management of Patients with COVID-19 Published by IDSA, 4/11/2020 Accessed from 
https://www.idsociety.org/COVID19guidelines on 4/16/2020.

POTENTIAL DRUG SHORTAGES

Care N’ Care, in partnership with Southwestern Health Resources (SWHR), has been monitoring potential drug 
shortages related to COVID-19 in outpatient settings. Care N’ Care is able to gather data from up-to-the-minute 
pharmacy claims as well as information coming into the call centers from ours members and pharmacies. The 
shortages are confirmed through the American Society of Health-System Pharmacists (ASHP) website. Please 
note, these are for outpatient drugs obtained in a retail setting only. There were no new drug shortages related 
to COVID-19 identified for the week of 4/9/2020 to 4/15/2020. 

The status for previously listed shortages are listed below:

Flovent HFA and Flovent Diskus Inhalation Powder - no change. See Pharmacy Update from April 8. 
Albuterol Sulfate Metered Dose Inhalers - no change. See Pharmacy Update from March 20 .
Hydroxychloroquine/Chloroquine - No change. See Pharmacy Update from March 20.
Hydrocortisone - No change. See Pharmacy Update from March 20.

For additional information and updates on drug shortages please visit the American Society of Health-System 
Pharmacists website or the FDA website 

Care N’ Care Pharmacy contact:  
pharmacy@cnchealthplan.com
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https://www.cnchealthplan.com/wp-content/uploads/2020-0005_Provider-Alerts_COVID-19-Pharmacy-Update-4-8-20_v2_Final.pdf
https://www.cnchealthplan.com/wp-content/uploads/2020-0005_Provider-Alerts_COVID-19-Pharmacy-Update-3-20-20_v2_Final.pdf)
https://www.cnchealthplan.com/wp-content/uploads/2020-0005_Provider-Alerts_COVID-19-Pharmacy-Update-3-20-20_v2_Final.pdf)
https://www.cnchealthplan.com/wp-content/uploads/2020-0005_Provider-Alerts_COVID-19-Pharmacy-Update-3-20-20_v2_Final.pdf)
 https://www.ashp.org/Drug-Shortages/Current-Shortages
 https://www.ashp.org/Drug-Shortages/Current-Shortages
https://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/drugshortages/default.cfm

