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The term "ACVS Diplomate" refers to a veterinarian who has been board certified in

veterinary surgery. Only veterinarians who have successfully completed the

certification requirements of the ACVS are Diplomates of the American College of

Veterinary Surgeons and have earned the right to be called specialists in veterinary

surgery.

Your ACVS board-certified veterinary surgeon completed a three-year residency

program, met specific training and caseload requirements, performed research and

had research published. This process was supervised by ACVS Diplomates,

ensuring consistency in training and adherence to high standards. After completing

the residency program, the individual passed a rigorous examination. Only then did

your veterinary surgeon earn the title of ACVS Diplomate.

Extrahepatic biliary tract obstruction (EHBO) is the blockage of the normal flow of bile from the liver

to the intestinal tract. The most common causes of EHBO include:

pancreatic disease

stone formation within the biliary system (gallstones)

cancer of the pancreas, bile duct, or intestine

In dogs and cats, bile flows from the bile canaliculi (very small ducts within the liver) into larger ducts

that leave the liver and eventually into the bile duct, and is then stored in the gallbladder. The

gallbladder is drained by the cystic duct into the common bile duct, which empties into the first part of

the small intestine, the duodenum.

It is easy to understand that if bile is not allowed to flow into the intestine your pet will become very ill.

The buildup of red blood cell breakdown products in the blood has a negative effect on many organs,

including the heart, kidneys, lungs and brain. If bile salts are blocked from getting into the intestine,

digestion and absorption of fats and fat soluble vitamins will also be prevented and toxic bacteria will

flourish.

Animals with biliary obstructions are often some of the most critically ill patients that animal owners bring

to their primary care veterinarians. Clinical signs in dogs and cats with surgical diseases of the biliary
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Figure 1: Lateral radiograph projection of cat with
multiple radiopaque stones in the gallbladder and
a large stone likely present in the terminal bile
duct.

Figure 2: Focal ultrasound image of the
extrahepatic biliary tract. There is a cholelith in
the cystic duct with minimal acoustic shadowing
and distention of the cystic duct is present.

tract and gallbladder are nonspecific and mimic other abdominal disorders. Signs may come and go for

several weeks until the pet is taken to the veterinarian. The most frequently reported signs in animals

with biliary tract obstruction are:

decreased appetite

vomiting

diarrhea

lethargy

icterus (jaundice, yellow discoloration of the mucous membranes and skin)

Many animals with bile duct obstruction are not examined until clinical signs of icterus develop. These

animals often have complete obstruction of their biliary tract and are much sicker than they may appear.

Bile duct obstruction causes an increase in total serum

bilirubin, the body’s mechanism for the removal of red

blood cell break down products, and often causes liver

enzymes to be abnormally elevated. In very severe

cases, animals will have elevated kidney values,

abnormal clotting ability, low blood pressure, a high

fever, and high levels of circulating white blood cells.

Radiographs (x-rays) are taken in animals with clinical

signs and laboratory abnormalities consistent with biliary

disease. Radiographs are useful in detecting stones in

the biliary system and other abdominal disease that may

be related to the biliary tract obstruction (Figure 1). The

use of abdominal ultrasound is a very sensitive indicator

of the cause the obstruction and should be performed in

every animal suspicious of having an obstruction of the

bile ducts or disease of the gallbladder (Figure 2).

Bile peritonitis is the inflammatory response of the lining

of the abdominal cavity to the presence of free bile. Bile

peritonitis is caused by rupture of the extrahepatic bile

ducts, the gallbladder, or tears in liver lobes. Rupture

may be due to blunt trauma, neoplasia, a gallbladder

mucocele, inflammation of the wall of the gallbladder, or

obstruction from gallstones, cancer, or parasites. Your

pet’s veterinarian may run tests comparing the bilirubin

concentration of the abdominal fluid to the bilirubin

concentration in the blood. Bile peritonitis is a surgical

emergency.

The main goal of surgery is to confirm the underlying disease process, establish a patent biliary system,

Extrahepatic Biliary Tract Obstruction | ACVS https://www.acvs.org/small-animal/extrahepatic-biliary-tract-obstruction

2 of 4 9/30/2014 5:45 AM



and minimize perioperative complications. Due to the complexity of biliary surgery, your veterinarian may

refer you and your pet to an ACVS board-certified veterinary surgeon. Surgical options that your

veterinary surgeon may discuss with you include:

cholecystectomy - removal of the gallbladder

cholecystotomy - incision into the gallbladder

cholecystostomy tube - a tube placed into the gallbladder to provide drainage

choledochotomy - an incision into the bile duct, usually to remove a stone

choledochoduodenostomy - reattachment of the bile duct to a new location in the duodenum

biliary-enteric anastomoses (cholecystoenterostomy) - attaching the gallbladder to the small

intestine for permanent drainage

choledochal stenting - placement of a temporary or permanent stent in the bile duct

laparoscopic cholecystectomy-removal of the gallbladder using a laparoscopic technique

Dogs with biliary tract obstructions are at an increased risk of acute kidney failure that develops due to

the presence of bacterial endotoxemia. In dogs and cats, many authors have evaluated risk factors

associated with outcome in patients undergoing surgery of the extrahepatic biliary tract. Factors besides

kidney failure include:

presence of septic bile peritonitis

elevated white blood cell count

prolonged clotting times

low blood pressure

sepsis 

disseminated intravascular coagulation

Surgical biliary intervention in cats with EHBO has about a 50% mortality rate overall and almost a

100% mortality when cancer is involved. Causes of death in these cats included clinical deterioration,

bile leakage, and cardiopulmonary arrest.

This Animal Health Topic was written by and reviewed by Diplomates of the American College of Veterinary

Surgeons.  Any opinions stated in this article are not necessarily the official position of the American College of

Veterinary Surgeons.

The American College of Veterinary Surgeons recommends contacting an ACVS board-certified veterinary surgeon

or your general veterinarian for more information about this topic.

To find an ACVS Diplomate, visit www.acvs.org/find-a-surgeon.

For questions about your animal's specific condition, please contact an ACVS board-certified surgeon in your area.

Was this article helpful to you?
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