The Lymphatic System (p. 264-266)

Three Main Functions:

1.  To absorb excess ECF (tissue fluid) and eventually add it to the bloodstream to substantiate the plasma and help maintain blood pressure. Lymphatic capillaries, which are intermingled among blood capillaries, accomplish this absorption. *Recall that arterial-end capillary exchange is more pronounced than venous-end capillary exchange (recall the 9 to 6 difference).
2.  To absorb fats in the small intestine and help to transport them to the bloodstream.  Lymphatic capillaries called lacteals accomplish this.
3.  To help to defend the body against infection/disease by housing WBCs in lymph nodes.
-- once ECF enters the lymphatic system, it is called lymph.

-- lymph is merely excess ECF that is being ‘cleaned’ (see below) or stored in the lymphatic system.  It is being prepared to enter the circulatory system if need be.  It is similar to plasma, but it is missing the plasma proteins (which would be too large to have been absorbed by a lymphatic capillary).

-- whenever ECF accumulates in the lymphatic system, rather than being returned to the circulatory system, tissues and body cavities become bloated ( known as an edema.  


- Edema has two causes:

i) Localized parasitic worms that block lymph vessels (Elephantiasis).

ii) Severe dietary protein deficiency – in this case, the body digests its own proteins, including blood proteins, thus lowering the osmotic pressure of the blood so that more fluid remains in the ECF and body tissues, because the lymphatic capillaries become fluid-saturated…generally seen with a severely bloated belly where the fluid tends to accumulate.

-- lymphatic vessels (excluding capillaries) have the same structure as the veins of the circulatory system including the presence of valves, which help to lymph move against the force of gravity.

-- lymph is pushed through these lymphatic veins by skeletal muscle contraction (similar to that of circulatory veins).

-- lymphatic capillaries merge to form the lymphatic veins which eventually move lymph through ducts in the thoracic (shoulder) region of the body into the left and right subclavian veins (in order to have lymph enter the bloodstream).

-- lymph nodes produce and house WBCs called macrophages (monocytes) that attempt to rid lymph of infectious bacteria and/or viruses. These nodes are located in a regular pattern all along the lymphatic vessels.





-- to summarize, the lymphatic system ‘cleans’ and/or stores excess ECF so that it is ‘worthy’ of entering (or re-entering) the circulatory system.

