GASTROINTESTINAL DISORDERS

GI disorders impair a pet’s ability to digest and absorb nutrients.  Problems can be caused by a wide range of factors including:  abrupt change in diet, dietary indiscretion, malabsorption, maldigestion, allergies, cancer, parasites, infectious agents, toxins, ingesting foreign objects, reactions to medications, stress.

Gastritis (acute) is usually a self limiting condition characterized by vomiting which resolves in 24 to 48 hours. Possible causes include dietary indiscretion or foreign objects.

Gastritis (chronic) has intermittent vomiting over a period of weeks to months.  Cause is seldom determined condition typically results in infiltration cells such as neutrophils and mast cells.  This inflammatory response stimulates acid secretion and damages normal mucosal barrier.

Small bowel disease refers to any condition that affects the small intestine including inflammation and infection.  Acute manifested by small bowel diarrhea.  Small bowel diarrhea characterized by large amounts of stool passed 3 – 5 times per day without straining

Large bowel disease, colitis may be caused by food sensitivity, parasites, infection,

pancreatitis (inflammatory condition of pancreas) 

Comprehensive fecal exams should be preformed on any animal with diarrhea to rule out parasites and bacterial overgrowth

Management is targeted at correcting the underlying disease.  Nutritional support and dietary modification is important for managing pets with GI disease.  Dietary changes made to help control the clinical signs depends on which parts of the GI tract is affected.

The presence of food can have a positive effect, triggering a variety of signals that facilitate digestion and metabolism like:

Secretion of digestive enzymes and hormones

Optimal bloodflow to the small intestine

Delivery of nutrients to cells

GI cell proliferation and differentiation

Food can also have a negative effect such as:

Undigested food can trigger immunologic and inflammatory responses, alter GI motility and change GI microflora populations.

Therefore different measures should be taken depending on what type of GI disorder is present.

Gastritis: NPO until vomiting stops.  Small amounts of water should be introduced.  Then feed small amounts of moist low fat frequently.  

Small Bowel Disorders: Diet should be highly digestible and low in fat and fiber.

High digestibility facilitates nutrient absorption and reduces the potential for diarrhea to develop (large quantities of undigested food in the gut can cause water retention and trigger renewed diarrhea.)  Protein turnover may be elevated due to illness, so it is important to maximize absorption and utilization.  The protein should contain a sufficient quantity of the amino acid glutamine since it is one of the main fuels for enterocytes (the primary cells of the small intestinal mucosa responsible for final digestion and absorption of nutrients, electrolytes and water)

Restricting fat is recommended.  Although fat is easily digestible the metabolism requires several steps.  Undigested fat that reaches the colon can be altered by bacteria to produce toxins that increase mucosal permeability and alter motility.

Large Bowel Disorders

Patients may benefit from diets containing moderate amounts of soluble and insoluble fiber.  Providing dietary fiber helps:

Restore normal intestinal motility

Dilute concentration of potential toxins

Bind to excess water

Reestablish normal microflora populations

Provide energy for coloncytes

Pancreatitis:  Dietary fat stimulates the pancrease to secrete lipase, a type of enzyme that digests fat.  During pancreatitis, digestive enzymes are leaked into the bloostream causing pain and tissue damage.  Low fat diets will help in the reduction of lipase.

Intestinal Health:

The GI’s main function is to digest and absorb nutrients, it also has a role in defending the body.  The GI represents a first line of defense against potential pathogens, toxins, and allergens.  The GI tract is the body’s largest immune system organ, about 70% of the body’s immune system is located in the GI tract.  The mucosal lining helps block most pathogenic bacteria from entering the body.  The normal bacterial population (microflora) is organized into a complex ecosystem that balances beneficial and harmful bacteria.

The function of this bacteria is to not only aid in digestion and absorption of nutrients, but they also affect the structure and function of the intestinal mucosa and they prevent infection and colonization by harmful and sometimes pathogenic bacteria.

Factors that can upset the balance between beneficial and harmful bacteria include:

Disease

Aging

Stress

Drugs

