
Overview
In celiac disease, the immune system is reacting against

gluten, a protein found in wheat, causing damage to villi

and loss of surface area for absorbing nutrients. Similar

proteins are found in other grains such as rye and barley.

Celiac disease is also known as gluten-sensitive enteropathy

(GSE) or celiac sprue.

More than 330,000 Canadians have been affected by celiac

disease – at least 73,000 are children. Rates of celiac disease

have nearly doubled in the last 25 years in western countries.

Limited access to gluten-free foods may prevent families

with celiac disease from traveling, dining out, and attending

social activities thereby decreasing their quality of life. Gluten-

free products are 2.5 times more expensive than regular

items which makes the overall cost of living with the disease

substantial for individuals and their families.

What causes celiac disease?
Celiac disease is a specific digestive disorder of the nutrient

absorbing part of the gut called the small intestine. The

small intestine absorbs nutrients such as digested

carbohydrates, proteins and fats because of numerous finger-

like projections called villi. These villi vastly increase the

surface area available for absorption. In celiac disease, the

body's own white blood cells attack and damage these villi.

This leads to poor absorption which causes nutrient

deficiencies and intestinal symptoms such as diarrhea.

It is not fully understood why certain people have this

reaction or why this only occurs to those with specific HLA

subtypes. Traditionally, this disease was found to be more

common in patients with northern European backgrounds,

such as Ireland and Scotland. However, more recent reports

suggest that celiac disease occurs in other racial and ethnic

groups. The risk for developing celiac disease is increased

20 times for those who have a first degree relative with the

disease.

Symptoms
In the past, the most common symptoms of celiac disease

were diarrhea and inability to gain weight. When the small

bowel is damaged and food is not properly digested and

absorbed, excess fluid remains in the bowel. These

malabsorbed nutrients will often result in liquid stools of

greater than normal volume (diarrhea). When specific

nutrients such as fat remain in the liquid stools, the stools

may appear oily or frothy.

Today, many patients have minor symptoms or none at all

and the disease is only discovered after routine testing

reveals anemia (low red blood cell count) or osteoporosis.
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In hindsight, many patients will realize that they have had

minor symptoms that they ignored.

In children, stunted growth and an inability to gain weight

are important clues to diagnosis. More unusual features of

celiac disease appear to be related to an altered immune

system. These include a skin condition called dermatitis

herpetiformis, insulin-dependent diabetes, thyroid disease

and underactivity of the adrenal glands.

From the first recognizable onset of symptoms, it takes an

average time of one year to obtain a diagnosis of celiac

disease. In some cases, the time to diagnosis may take as

long as 12 years.

30% of celiac disease patients may develop a malignancy,

therefore adhering to a gluten-free diet is critical for

preventive purposes.

Test & diagnosis
Celiac disease can be easily diagnosed (or ruled out) by

obtaining a tissue sample (biopsy) from the small intestine

during gastroscopy. Gastroscopy is a safe procedure in which

a slim, flexible telescope is swallowed under sedation.

In recent years, blood tests have become more available as

a screening test, but small intestinal biopsy is still the most

accurate test. Both biopsy and blood test results may be

difficult to interpret if patients have been on a gluten-free

diet for a period of time.
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Living with celiac disease
Celiac disease can be treated by avoiding foods containing

wheat, rye and barley. Gluten is a filler in some foods an

medications and therefore patients should carefully read

labels to avoid ingesting gluten unknowingly. Rice and

corn are safe, but sometimes oats may be mixed with

wheat protein and may not be tolerated.

Following a gluten-free diet improves the symptoms and

may reverse some of the complications of celiac disease

such as osteoporosis.

More information
For more information about protecting and enhancing

your digestive health, please visit www.CDHF.ca



YES! I want to donate to the Canadian Digestive Health Foundation

Please accept my donation to support:

[  ] Canadian Digestive Health Foundation Programs as needed

[  ] Canadian Digestive Health Foundation Endowment Fund

My donation is:

[  ] Personal              [  ]  In honour of            [  ]  In memory of

_____________________________________________________ (person's name)

[  ] Yes, please send notification of my gift to:

Full name: ______________________________________________________

Email: __________________________________________________________

Mailing address: _________________________________________________

Personal message: _______________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Donate by Cheque:

[  ] I have enclosed a cheque for $ _________

[  ] I have enclosed a blank cheque marked “VOID” and authorize

the Canadian Digestive Health Foundation to deduct $ _________

from my account on the 28th day of each month

Signature: _____________________________ Date: ____ /____ /_____ (dd/mm/yy)

Donate by Credit Card:

I would like to make a donation using my credit card. Please charge my   

[  ] VISA      [  ] MasterCard

[  ] $ 100        [  ] $ 250        [  ] $ 500        [  ] $ 1000         [  ] Other $__________.

I want to support the Canadian Digestive Health Foundation with
a monthly donation charged to my credit card on the 28th day of
each month. My signature below is authorization for this transaction.

[  ] $ 250      [  ] $ 100     [  ] $ 75        [  ] Other $ _______ per month

Card #: ___________________________________________________

CCV2 __________ Exp. ______ / ______ mm/yy

Signature: ___________________________________________________

Tel: (__________) ___________ – ____________________

Name: _______________________________________________________

Email: _______________________________________________________

Address: _____________________________________________________

City: ______________________________Prov: _____ PC: ____________

[  ] Please send me information about protecting and improving
my digestive health.
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Request for support
The Canadian Digestive Health Foundation is

a national charity governed by a volunteer

board of directors. We rely on donations from

the public and the generosity of our partners

to develop and deliver our programs. Please

consider including our Foundation as one of

your chosen charities.

Contact us/Donate to
Canadian Digestive Health Foundation

1500 Upper Middle Road, Unit 3,

PO Box 76059, Oakville, ON  L6M 1G0

Tel and Fax: 905-829-3949

info@CDHF.ca

Over 20 million Canadians suffer from digestive

disorders every year. The Canadian Digestive

Health Foundation believes this is unnecessary

and unacceptable.

We reduce suffering and improve quality of

life by empowering Canadians with trusted,

up to date, science-based information about

digestive health and disease.

As the Foundation of the Canadian Association

of Gastroenterology, we work directly with

leading physicians, scientists, and other health

care professionals to help you understand and

take control of your digestive health with

confidence and optimism.

Through research and public education, we

aim to:
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