Diseases of the Esophagus Fact Sheet

Esophageal Varices

· Varices are varicose veins that occur in the esophagus or stomach as a result of portal hypertension, which is a symptom of cirrhosis (severe scarring of the liver). The increased pressure within esophageal varices makes them susceptible to rupture and bleeding.

· 360 per 100,000 Americans have cirrhosis and gastroesophageal varices are present in 40-60% of cirrhotic patients.1
· Due to the high mortality (as high as 50%)1 rate associated with bleeding from esophageal varices, screening of patients with cirrhosis for the presence of varices is recommended by the American Association for the Study of Liver Diseases.2
· Treatment options include medical therapy aimed at decreasing portal pressure to prevent variceal bleeding and endoscopic therapy for obliterating varices.

Gastrointestinal Reflux Disease
· Occurs when the lower esophageal sphincter (LES) muscle malfunctions or does not close properly and stomach acid leaks back into the esophagus causing a burning sensation in the chest or throat 3,4 

· Complications of severe or chronic GERD include inflammation, ulcers, and bleeding of the esophagus. Overtime scarring or narrowing (stricture) of the esophagus may occur. A pre-cancerous condition, Barrett’s esophagus, may also develop as a complication of GERD.5
· An estimated 61 million Americans, or 44% of the US adult population, have heartburn at least once a month 6 

· More than 19 million people suffer from GERD and experience symptoms of GERD at least twice a week 7 

· GERD is the third most prevalent disease in the US with the highest annual direct costs ($9.3 billion/year) 8 

· Most GERD sufferers are not screened for more serious disease 6 

· American College of Gastroenterology (ACG) recommends screening men over age 50 every three years if they have a history of five years or more of chronic reflux and reflux symptoms at least two times a week

Barrett’s Esophagus (BE)

· BE, a complication of GERD, is a pre-cancerous condition in which the lower portion of the esophagus changes to abnormal cells that resemble normal cells found in the stomach.

· BE develops in about 10-20% of people with chronic GERD or inflammation of the esophagus.9
· Evaluating people with a history of GERD can help detect BE; 700,000 adults in the U.S. are reported to have Barrett’s esophagus, which is twice as common in men 10
· The type of cancer that develops from BE is called esophageal adenocarcinoma.

· A patient with BE has a 0.5% per year risk of developing esophageal adenocarcinoma.3
Esophageal Cancer

· There are 2 main types of esophageal cancer. Squamous cell carcinoma can occur anywhere along the esophagus while adenocarcinoma starts at the opening of the stomach and arises only from the cells of Barrett’s esophagus.

· Over 12,000 people develop esophageal cancer each year in the U.S.9 and about half of these cases are adenocarcinoma.11
· Barium contrast radiography or endoscopic ultrasonography may be used for non‑invasive detection of esophageal cancer. However, esophageal cancer is ultimately diagnosed by endoscopy with biopsy.

· Treatment/screening
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