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The digestive system
The digestive system (gastrointestinal tract) is the long tube that starts at
the mouth and ends at the back passage (anus).
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What organs are in the digestive system?
The main organs that make up the digestive system are the mouth,
oesophagus, stomach, small intestine, large intestine, rectum and anus.
These form the gastrointestinal tact. In addition, the liver, gallbladder and
pancreas are all connected to the gastrointestinal tract and have functions
within the digestive system.

Where is the digestive system?
The mouth is the first part of the digestive system (gastrointestinal tract, or
GI tract). When we eat, food passes down the gullet (oesophagus), into the
stomach, and then into the small intestine. The small intestine has three
sections - the duodenum, jejunum and ileum. The duodenum is the first
part of the small intestine and follows on from the stomach. The duodenum
curls around the pancreas creating a c-shaped tube. The jejunum and
ileum make up the rest of the small intestine and are found coiled in the
centre of the tummy (abdomen). The small intestine is the place where
food is digested and absorbed nutrients enter into the bloodstream.

Following on from the ileum is the first part of the large intestine, called the
caecum. Attached to the caecum is the appendix. The large intestine
continues upwards from here and is known as the ascending colon. The
next part of the digestive system is called the transverse colon because it
crosses the body. It then becomes the descending colon as it heads
downwards. The sigmoid colon is the s-shaped final part of the colon which
leads on to the rectum. Stools (faeces) are stored in the rectum and
pushed out through the back passage (anus) when you go to the toilet. The
anus is a muscular opening that is usually closed unless you are passing
stool. The large intestine absorbs water and contains food that has not
been digested, such as fibre.

What does the digestive system do?
The digestive system (digestive tract) processes food - from the time it is
first eaten until it is either absorbed by the body or passed out as stools
(faeces). The digestive process begins in the mouth. Here your teeth and
chemicals made by the body (enzymes) begin to break down food.
Muscular contractions help to move food into the gullet (oesophagus) and
on to the stomach. Chemicals produced by cells in the stomach begin the
major work of digestion.
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While some foods and liquids are absorbed through the lining of the
stomach, the majority are absorbed in the small intestine. Muscles in the
wall of the gut mix your food with the enzymes produced by the body. They
also move food along towards the end of the digestive system.

Food that can't be digested, waste products, germs (bacteria) and
undigested food are all passed out as faeces.

How does the digestive system work?
What does the mouth do in the digestive system?
The mouth contains salivary glands which release saliva. When food enters
your mouth the amount of saliva increases. Saliva helps to lubricate food
and contains chemicals (enzymes) that start chemically digesting your
meal. Teeth break down large chunks into smaller bites. This gives a greater
surface area for the body's enzymes to work on. Saliva also contains special
chemicals that help to stop germs (bacteria) from causing infections.

The amount of saliva released is controlled by your nervous system. A
certain amount of saliva is normally continuously released. The sight, smell
or thought of food can also stimulate your salivary glands.

To pass food from your mouth to the gullet (oesophagus) you must be able
to swallow. Your tongue helps to push food to the back of the mouth. Then
the passages to your lungs close and you stop breathing for a short time.
The food passes into your oesophagus. The oesophagus releases mucus to
lubricate food. Muscles push your meal downwards towards the stomach.

Food is normally prevented from being pushed back up from the stomach
and back into the oesophagus by the connection between the oesophagus
and stomach, called the lower oesophageal sphincter.

What does the stomach do in the digestive system?
The stomach is a j-shaped organ found between the oesophagus and the
first part of the small intestine (duodenum). When empty, it is about the
same size as a large sausage. Its main function is to help digest the food
you eat. The other main function of the stomach is to store food until the
gastrointestinal tract (gut) is ready to receive it. You can eat a meal faster
than your intestines can digest it.
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Digestion involves breaking food down into its most basic parts. It can then
be absorbed through the wall of the gut into the bloodstream and
transported around the body. Just chewing food doesn't release the
essential nutrients, so enzymes are needed.

The wall of the stomach has several different layers. The inner layers
contain special glands. These glands release enzymes, hormones, acid and
other substances. These secretions form gastric juice, the liquid found in
the stomach.

Muscle and other tissue form the outer layers. A few minutes after food
enters the stomach the muscles within the stomach wall start to tighten
(contract). This creates gentle waves in the stomach contents. This helps to
mix the food with gastric juice.

Using its muscles, the stomach then pushes small amounts of food (now
known as chyme) into the duodenum. The stomach has two sphincters, one
at the bottom and one at the top. Sphincters are bands of muscles that
form a ring. When they contract the opening, the control closes. This stops
chyme going into the duodenum before it is ready.

Digestion of food is controlled by your brain, nervous system and various
hormones released in the gut. Even before you begin eating, signals from
your brain travel via nerves to your stomach. This causes gastric juice to be
released in preparation for food arriving. Once food reaches the stomach,
special cells which detect changes in the body (receptors) send their own
signals. These signals cause the release of more gastric juice and more
muscular contractions.

What does the small intestine do in the digestive system?
When food starts to enter the duodenum this sets off different receptors.
These receptors send signals that slow down the muscular movements and
reduce the amount of gastric juice made by the stomach. This helps to stop
the duodenum being overloaded with chyme.
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The duodenum, jejunum and ileum make up the small intestine. The first
part of the duodenum receives food from the stomach. It also receives bile
from the gallbladder, which stores bile and then releases itvia the bile duct,
and pancreatic enzymes made by cells in the pancreas via the pancreatic
duct. Pancreatic enzymes are needed to break down and digest food. Bile,
although not essential, helps in the digestion of fats and proteins. Cells and
glands in the lining of the small intestines also produce intestinal juice that
helps digestion. Contractions in the wall of the small intestine help to mix
food and to move it along.

The small intestine also has special features which help to increase the
absorption of nutrients. The inner layer of the small intestine has millions of
what are known as villi. These are tiny finger-like structures with small blood
vessels inside. They are covered by a thin layer of cells. Because this layer is
thin, it allows the nutrients released by digestion to enter the blood. Most of
the important nutrients needed by the body are absorbed at different
points of the small intestine.

What does the large intestine do in the digestive system?
Following on from the ileum is the large intestine. The inside of the large
intestine is wider than the small intestine. It does not contain villi, and
mainly absorbs water. Bacteria in the large intestine also help with the final
stages of digestion. Once chyme has been in the large intestine for 3-10
hours it becomes semi-solid. This is because most of the water has been
removed. These remnants are now known as stools (faeces).

What does the rectum do in the digestive system?
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Movements of the muscles found in the large intestine help to move faeces
towards the rectum. When stools to be evacuated (faeces) are present in
the rectum, the walls of the rectum stretch. This stretch activates special
receptors. These receptors send signals via nerves to the spinal cord. The
spinal cord signals back to the muscles in the rectum, increasing pressure
on the first sphincter of the back passage (anus). The second, or external
sphincter of the anus is under voluntary control. This means you can decide
whether you will have a bowel movement or not. Young children have to
learn to control this during toilet training.

What do the other digestive organs do?
What do the liver and gallbladder do?
The liver has many essential functions, which include:

Processing digested food from the intestine. Controlling the levels of
fats, amino acids and glucose in the blood.

Helping the body fight against infections. Clearing the blood of
particles and infections, including bacteria.

Neutralising and destroying drugs and toxins.

Manufacturing bile, which is stored in the gallbladder and passes into
the gastrointestinal tract. Bile is a yellow-green fluid and its main job
is to break down fats into fatty acids so that they can be absorbed
through the intestine.

Storing iron, vitamins and other essential chemicals.

Manufacturing, breaking down and regulating various hormones.

Making enzymes and proteins which are responsible for many
chemical reactions in the body.

What does the pancreas do?
The pancreas has two main functions:

To make enzymes which help to digest food. The enzymes help to
make proteins, fats and carbohydrates smaller, so that the body can
absorb these nutrients.
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To make hormones which regulate our metabolism. This includes
insulin.

Some digestive system disorders
Acid reflux and oesophagitis.

Anal fissure.

Appendicitis.

Barrett's oesophagus.

Cancer of the bowel.

Cancer of the liver.

Cancer of the oesophagus.

Cancer of the pancreas.

Cancer of the stomach.

Cholecystitis.

Coeliac disease.

Constipation.

Crohn's disease.

Cystic fibrosis.

Diarrhoea.

Diverticula.

Duodenal ulcer.

Dyspepsia.

Gallstones.

Gastroenteritis

Piles (haemorrhoids).

Helicobacter pylori.
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Hernia.

Hiatus hernia.

Irritable bowel syndrome.

Mesenteric adenitis.

Pancreatitis.

Itchy bottom (pruritus ani).

Pyloric stenosis

Blood in stools (faeces), called rectal bleeding.

Stomach (gastric) ulcer.

Threadworms.

Toddler's diarrhoea.

Ulcerative colitis.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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