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Could it be gallstones?
Gallstones are very common: around one in three women and one in six
men will get them at some point. However, they don't always cause
symptoms - around two in three people who have gallstones don't know
they have them. But they are also a common cause of tummy pain. They
get more common with age and those who are overweight, smoke, have
type 2 diabetes or high cholesterol, take the oral contraceptive pill, or have
lost a lot of excess weight in a short amount of time, have an increased risk
of gallstones. They can sometimes run in families.

What are gallstones?
Gallstones form in your gallbladder. This small pear-shaped pouch, just 8
cm long, sits tucked away under your liver, on the upper right side of your
tummy. It acts as a storage pouch for a yellow-greenish liquid called bile,
produced by your liver. Bile has two main functions - breaking down food
(especially fatty food) you've eaten and carrying away waste from your
liver.

When you eat, your stomach produces a hormone which stimulates the
muscles in the wall of the gallbladder. These contract and release bile,
which passes down a tube called the bile duct connecting your gallbladder
to your intestine. Here it gets to work digesting fat, allowing it to be
absorbed from your gut into your bloodstream.

But bile contains several substances, including bile salts, the pigment
bilirubin and cholesterol. If there's an imbalance in the amount of any of
these , tiny stone-like deposits can form-gallstones. Then these gallstones
can gradually increase in size.
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Are gallstones dangerous?
If gallstones get larger, or get stuck in the bile duct, they can lead to a
variety of symptoms. At the mild end of the spectrum, you may get wind,
bloating, or pain in the upper tummy and discomfort after eating a fatty
meal. Other more severe symptoms also tend to come on after eating fatty
food, or at night.

What is cholecystitis?
Cholecystitis is the medical term for inflammation of the gallbladder.
Symptoms include:

Upper tummy pain, usually on the right hand side, which is often
worse if you take a big breath and which can travel to your right
shoulder tip or upper back.

Feeling or being sick.

Fever.

Feeling hot and cold, with sweating and shivering.

In cholecystitis, the inflamed gallbladder can become infected, in which
case you're likely to feel very unwell. The pain tends to come on quickly and
last for several hours. It is often severe enough for you to need admission to
hospital.

What is biliary colic?
Biliary colic happens when a stone gets stuck between the gallbladder and
the bile duct. In an attempt to dislodge the stone, the gallbladder squeezes
repeatedly, leading to severe, colicky pain in the upper right side of the
tummy. This pain can last for minutes or hours, and settles once the
gallstone is pushed out into the bile duct or falls back into the gallbladder.

Can gallstones lead to jaundice?
Less commonly, a gallstone can get stuck in the bile duct, preventing bile
from reaching the gut. If this happens, a build-up of bilirubin in the
bloodstream leads to jaundice, with yellowing of the whites of the eyes and
skin and sometimes dark urine and pale poos.
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Gallstones can occasionally lead to pancreatitis, or inflammation of the
pancreas. This is because the bile duct and the outflow of the pancreas into
the gut join together close to where they join the gut. A gallstone stuck here
can lead to very severe pain just under the ribs, being sick, fever, feeling
very unwell and sometimes swelling of your tummy.

What is pancreatitis?
Your pancreas sits behind your stomach, close to your liver and duodenum.
It produces hormones - including insulin, which controls blood sugar - and
chemicals called enzymes which help digest food. These are released into
your gut down a tube called the pancreatic duct.

Because the end of the pancreatic duct opens into the bile duct, a
gallstone in the bile duct can block the pancreatic duct. Like a blocked pipe
in your plumbing, this causes increased pressure and can lead to very
painful inflammation in the pancreas, called acute pancreatitis.

Gallstones treatment
Treatment for gallstones depends on the complications they have caused.
Only a few people with gallstones, who have never had problems, develop
complications each year. When treating gallstones, your doctor is likely to
recommend that you try and lose excess weight - while avoiding crash
diets or rapid weight loss - and leave them alone unless you get pain. The
same may apply if you just have mild, infrequent pain.

If you have acute cholecystitis or biliary colic, you may need admission to
hospital for strong pain relief and antibiotics if there's also an infection.
After this, you should be offered surgery to remove your gallbladder -
known as a cholecystectomy- you can lead a perfectly normal life without
one. These days, most people can have keyhole surgery under general
anaesthetic. They can usually go home the same day, with full recovery
within a couple of weeks.

After a gallbladder removal, some people may need to avoid spicy or fatty
foods to prevent bloating or diarrhoea.

With thanks to 'My Weekly' magazine where this article was originally
published.
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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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