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Helicobacter pylori (H. pylori)

Helicobacter pylori (Hp) is a bacterium that infects only stomach tissues. The source of the
bacteria is not known but presumably, it is acquired through food or water ingestion. The
infection is generally chronic, and most people are not aware of the initial infection. H. pylori
is responsible for more than 0% of duodenal ulcers and up to 80% of gastric (stomach)
ulcers. Evidence links the bacteria to gastritis (inflammation of the stomach) and gastric
cancer, the second-leading cause of cancer-related deaths in the world.

Risk factors for being infected include advancing age (less than 20% of young adults but at
least 60% of Canadian seniors are infected). Growing up in very crowded conditions or a less
developed country is also a risk factor.
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Tests to diagnose the infection include gastroscopy. (The organism can be seen

Diagnosis

microscopically on stomach biopsies taken at the time of scoping). Nuclear breath tests and
stool tests can be used to identify the presence of this bacterium in the stomach.

In most people, the bacteria do not cause any harm. However, 15% of people with this
infection will eventually develop an ulcer. The exact reason why some get an ulcer and
others do not is not known. Furthermore, the chance of getting a second ulcer within the
year can be reduced from 60% to about 5% if the bacteria are eradicated after an episode of
ulcer disease. H. pylori causes long-lasting gastritis, which is thought to be the first step in
developing stomach cancer. But it's important to know that fewer than 3% of people with
H.pylori infection develop stomach cancer.

Symptoms

Ulcer disease is the only current symptomatic disease associated with Hp. There is no
association with heartburn, gas, belching, constipation, diarrhea, or non-ulcer dyspepsia (the
common complaint of intermittent, upper abdominal discomfort, without any signs of
ulcers).

Treatments
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Unfortunately, the organism is difficult to treat. There are many programs available for
treatment, but all have in common a combination of multiple antibiotics in high doses plus
antacid agents for at least 14 days.

Perhaps the best news is that the recurrence of the Hp infection is only about 1% per year
after successful treatment.
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