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Pancreatitis

The Normal Pancreas and What it Does
The pancreas is a small glandular organ which sits along side the first part of the small intestine (duodenum) and aids with digestion. The pancreas is all about secretion and it has two main jobs: the first job is to secrete digestive enzymes to help us break down the nutrients we eat, the second job is to secrete insulin and glucagon (to regulate how we use the nutrients we eat). It's the first job (the digestive enzyme part) that concerns us in pancreatitis.

Pancreatitis is Inflammation of the Pancreas
In pancreatitis, inflammation disrupts the normal integrity of the pancreas. Digestive enzymes are normally stored safely as inactive forms within pancreatic granules so that they are harmless. In pancreatitis they are prematurely activated and released internally, digesting the body itself. The result can be a metabolic catastrophe. The living tissue becomes further inflamed and the tissue damage quickly involves the adjacent liver. Toxins released from this rampage of tissue destruction are liberated into the circulation and can cause a body-wide inflammatory response.  Severe or chronic pancreatitis which affects >80% of the pancreas can result in disruption of its ability to produce insulin, and therefore diabetes mellitus can occur; this can be either temporary or permanent.

What Causes Pancreatitis
In most cases we never find out what causes it, but we do know some events that can cause pancreatitis.
· Gastroenteritis -- inflammation of the gastrointestinal tract usually secondary to dietary indiscretion

· Concurrent hormonal imbalance predisposes a dog to pancreatitis. Such conditions include: Diabetes mellitus, hypothyroidism, and hypercalcemia. 

· A sudden high fat meal is the classic cause of canine pancreatitis. The sudden stimulation to release enzymes to digest fat seems to be involved.

· Obesity has been found to be a risk factor because of the altered fat metabolism that goes along with it.

· Miniature Schnauzers are predisposed to pancreatitis as they commonly have altered fat metabolism.

· Use of certain drugs can predispose to pancreatitis (sulfa-containing antibiotics such as trimethoprim sulfa, chemotherapy agents such as azathioprine or L-asparaginase, and the anti-seizure medication potassium bromide). Exposure to organophosphate insecticides has also been implicated as a cause of pancreatitis. Exposure to steroid hormones have traditionally been thought to be involved as a potential cause of pancreatitis but this appears not to be true.

· Trauma to the pancreas that occurs from a car accident or even surgical manipulation can cause inflammation and thus pancreatitis.

· A tumor in the pancreas can lead to inflammation in the adjacent pancreatic tissue.

Signs of Pancreatitis
The classical signs in dogs are appetite loss, vomiting, diarrhea, painful abdomen, and fever or any combination thereof.
Life-threatening Pancreatitis Complications
· A syndrome called Weber-Christian syndrome results, in which fats throughout the body are destroyed with painful and disastrous results.

· Pancreatitis is one of the chief risk factors for the development of disseminated intravascular coagulation or DIC, which is basically a massive uncoupling of normal blood clotting and clot dissolving mechanisms. This leads to abnormal simultaneous bleeding and clotting of blood throughout the body.

· Pancreatic encephalopathy (brain damage) can occur if the fats protecting the central nervous system become digested.

The good news is that most commonly the inflammation is confined to the area of the liver and pancreas, but even with this limitation pancreatitis can be painful and life-threatening.
Pancreatitis can be acute (recent onset) or chronic (prolonged presence), mild or severe.
Treatment
Treatment of pancreatitis is based on severity of clinical signs and presence of secondary complications:
· Rehydration -- in mild cases giving subcutaneous (below the skin) fluids are sufficient whereas is moderate to severe cases patients will be hospitalized for intravenous fluids.

· Gastrointestinal support medications -- this involves anti-nausea injections, antacids, and gastrointestinal anti-inflammatory medications.

· Pain relief -- pancreatitis is a painful inflammatory process of the pancreas and therefore pain medications often help patients feel more comfortable.

· Nutritional support -- low fat diet is key to treating pancreatitis and use should be continued for several weeks before attempting return to regular dog food. Some dogs can never return to regular dog food and require prescription low fat foods indefinitely. These diets should be less than 7 percent fat on a dry matter basis.

· Home cooked versions can be made using canned chicken, fat-free cottage cheese and/or boiled white rice.
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