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Gas!

Among the most common intestinal
symptoms are those attributed to“ gas”,
namely: belching, bloating and flatu-
lence.

Intestinal gas consists mainly of ni-
trogen, carbon dioxide and methane;
small amounts of hydrogen and sulfur-
containing gases may also be present.
Except for nitrogen, all of these are
produced by bacteriawithin the intesti-
nal tract.

Belching. Althoughexcessivebelch-
ing may occur in such conditions as
delayed stomach
emptyingor intes-
tinal obstruction, it
rarely indicates a
serious organic
disease. In most
cases, air expelled
by belching is ac-
tually air that has
just recently been swallowed. Most of-
ten excessive belching is caused by air
swallowing, which may occur during
exercise, eating, gumchewingor during
periods of anxiety.

Bloating. Occasional symptoms of
abdominal bloating and cramping are
oftenduetoexcessiveintestinal gas, but
the occurrence of frequent or severe
attacks may indicate that thereisalso a
disorder of intestinal motility present.
Normally, the intestinal muscles move

waste and gas through the intestina
tract in an orderly fashion. Sometimes,
however, the intestinal contents may
move along too quickly. When this oc-
Ccurs, somear-
eas of the in-
testinemay re-
sist this rapid
passageb)_/go—
ing into
spasm. In so
doing, the in-
testineseffec-
tively produce a temporary blockage.
Intestinal waste and gas cannot pass
through, becomebacked up, causingthe
muscles of the intestine to become
stretched, whichinturnresultsincramp-
ing and pain. The most common ex-
ample of this is the irritable bowel
syndrome (“spasticcolon”). Inthiscon-
dition, the abnormal intestinal muscle
activity may causesymptomsevenwhen
intestinal gas is present in normal
amounts. Nonethel ess, reducingintesti-
nal gas production is often effectivein
relieving symptoms.

Excessiveflatus. Excessivepassage
of gas per rectum is directly related to
the diet and to digestion. Nearly all of
our digestion occurs in the small intes-
tine. Anything not digested in the small
intestineissenttothecolon (largeintes-
tine) for disposal. The colon contains
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bacteria, which use our waste matter as
their own food. The result of bacteria
digestion is the production of gas and
water. The increased gas causes bloat-
ing and flatulence, and the increased
water may cause diarrhea.

Excessive gas may occur in condi-
tions of incomplete digestion, when
foods that we normally digest travel
throughthesmall intestineandreachthe
colon, where bacterial action resultsin
increased gas production. Faulty diges-
tion may occur in diseases of the pan-
creas, infections and other inflamma-
tory conditions of the small intestine,
and in other hereditary and acquired
conditions. A common exampleislac-
tose intolerance, where the ability to
digest milk products is impaired, ren-
deringtheindividual susceptibletogas,
cramping and diarrhea whenever dairy
products are ingested.

Even in healthy individuals, certain
foods are notorious for causing exces-
sivegas. Thesefoodsarehighin“fiber”,
which is an-
other term
for sugars
and starches
which we
cannot di-
gest, and
which there-
fore end up in the colon where they are
digested by bacteria, leadingtoincreased
gas production. Well-known examples
of such foods are baked beans, prunes,

bran and cabbage.
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