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control pills or on hormone therapy, are especially at 
risk. People who are overweight, older than age 60 
and those of Native-American and Mexican-American 
descent are also at risk. 

W h e n  t o  s e e k  h e l p
If gallstones develop and cause symptoms, medical 
intervention is needed to avoid permanent organ dam-
age. Gallstone symptoms often include abdominal pain, 
nausea, vomiting and diarrhea (known as “gallbladder 
attack”), commonly after a high-fat or spicy meal. Seek 
medical attention immediately if you experience these 
symptoms, especially if they’re accompanied by dark 
urine, fever, chills and/or yellowing of the skin and 
whites of the eyes, as this may indicate an obstructed 
bile duct, which can result in potentially fatal gall- 
bladder rupture. 

Gallstones are usually diagnosed with a computed 
tomography scan or ultrasound. The most common 
treatment for gallstones is surgical removal of the  

By Job Pontillas, M.D., FACS
Board-Certified General Surgeon

T
he gallbladder—a small 
pear-shaped organ just 
below the liver—plays 
an important role in food 

digestion by storing bile produced by the liver and 
passing it to the small intestine, where it breaks down 
fat. The gallbladder usually goes unnoticed—that is, 
unless you experience symptoms of a disorder like 
gallstones. 

Gallstones are like grains of sand or small rocks 
that develop in the gallbladder as a result of chemically 
unbalanced bile. Only about 60 percent of people who 
have gallstones experience symptoms, as stones can 
develop and pass through the gallbladder and intestines 
without causing signs. However, large gallstones can 
get caught in the passageways or ducts of the gall- 
bladder, pancreas or liver, causing extreme pain. 

G a l l s t o n e  c a u s e s
Depending on the cause, gallstones generally fall into 
two categories—pigment and cholesterol gallstones. 
Pigment gallstones develop when bile contains too 
much bilirubin, a naturally occurring chemical usually 
removed by the liver. It generally develops in individu-
als who have sickle cell anemia or liver conditions such 
as cirrhosis.

Cholesterol gallstones comprise 80 percent of  
all gallstones and consist mostly of undissolved  
cholesterol. Because most gallstones result from  
high cholesterol levels, diet plays an important role  
in prevention. 

In addition to diet, other gallstone risk factors 
include gender, body weight, age and ethnicity. 
Women are more likely to develop gallstones because 
estrogen causes more cholesterol to be excreted in 
bile. Women who have high estrogen levels in their 
bodies, such as those who are pregnant, taking birth 
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If gallstones develop and 

cause symptoms, seek medical 

intervention to avoid serious  

health problems like permanent 

organ damage.

Targeting 
gallstones



 M
ore than a year 

ago, we began 

a process to 

change the way 

we care for our patients, 

visitors and staff. The 

changes we incorporate 

are designed to enhance 

each patient’s experience  

with us. 

F o c u s e d  o n  c a r e

Based on Quint Studer’s book “Hardwiring 

Excellence,” our new processes will ensure 

all patients will be cared for in a profes-

sional but caring way. Our care will be even 

more patient focused and provide better 

communication and a quicker response to 

the needs of patients and their families.  

By adopting and applying these principles, 

we’ll also create a better environment for 

physicians to practice and employees  

to work.

Our journey to fully implement these 

changes will continue for another year. 

Having provided healthcare to this commu-

nity for the past 55 years, we plan on  

providing advanced patient care for many 

years to come.

Regards,

Dear friends, 

A  message from our CEO

Jim Farris
Chief Executive Officer
Union County Hospital

Your place for caring

Jim Farris
Chief Executive Officer

gallbladder. This procedure is usually performed on 
an outpatient basis using laparoscopic (minimally 
invasive) techniques, allowing most patients to return 
to normal activities within days. Although a person 
with a healthy liver can function normally without a 
gallbladder, lifestyle changes like limiting fat intake 
and increasing dietary fiber may be needed for  
normal digestive function. 
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Don’t wait to seek help

It’s important to seek medical care at the first sign 

of gallbladder pain to avoid complications like 

infections, duct obstructions or a gallbladder rupture. 

To help prevent gallstones or gallbladder disease, call 

your physician or the Union County General Surgery 

Clinic at (618) 833-2872.
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H
ow do you know when to treat a 
medical problem yourself, go to 
the emergency room (ER) or wait 
it out? For the following three sit-

uations, knowing how to react can mean 
the difference between life and death.
Chest pain. Chest pain that often comes with 
certain activities and then goes away easily 
is called stable angina. More than likely, 
if you’ve had this kind of angina for some 
time, you know how to treat it yourself. 

Angina that comes on unpredictably 
or changes over time is called unstable 
angina. It may be the first sign of a heart 
attack. Get emergency treatment. 
Asthma attack. Your asthma action plan tells you how to 
react to an asthma attack. But sometimes, even when 
you follow your plan, the attack may become severe.  
Go to the ER if:
• Your asthma medicine doesn’t help.

• You feel a little better after taking your 
medicine, but serious symptoms come 
back quickly.
• Your lips and fingernails are bluish or 
grayish.
• You have trouble talking or walking. 
Insect bite. Bug bites usually cause mild 
reactions—some swelling, minor pain, itch-
ing—that go away in a day or two. You can 
treat them with an icepack for the pain and 
an antihistamine to reduce swelling.

A severe reaction, however, can be life 
threatening. If you notice difficulty breathing, 
swelling of the lips or throat, dizziness, con-

fusion, a rapid heartbeat or nausea, cramps and vomiting, 
get to the ER. 

In an emergency, don’t drive yourself to the ER. Have 
someone drive you or, better yet, call for emergency  
medical assistance. The equipment and expertise on an 
ambulance can give you lifesaving first aid on the spot.

	A sk for a doggy bag. When eating at a restaurant, eat 
half of your meal and bring the rest home for later.   
	R educe stress. Stressful times can cause many to over-
eat. Find healthier ways to cut stress. Exercise, get plenty 
of sleep and spend time with people whose company  
you enjoy.

Healthy eating
    winning ways to  
weight-loss success

T
he upcoming holidays present considerable chal-
lenges to eating healthfully. But with some careful 
planning and these helpful tips, you can stick with 
your weight-loss plan and enjoy a healthier lifestyle 

all year long. 
     Work with your physician. He or she can help you plan  
for and meet your goals.
	 Set reasonable expectations. Don’t try to lose weight  
during the holidays. Simply maintaining your current 
weight will be a real accomplishment.
	E at a variety of foods. If you know you’ll be having  
high-fat foods at dinner, focus on lots of fruits and  
vegetables for breakfast and lunch.
	 Stay active. Find 30 minutes a day to walk. If you’re  
too busy—and who isn’t?—break it up into three  
10-minute walks.
	E at breakfast every day. Studies show that people who  
eat breakfast are less likely to overeat the rest of the day. 
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When the ER should be your only option
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Union County Hospital Family Practice

 D
on’t let a cold or the flu 
sideline you this fall. Read 
on to learn about symptoms 
and common treatments.

K i c k i n g  a  c o l d
The most common symptoms 
of a cold (a highly contagious 

upper respiratory system virus) include a stuffy or runny 
nose, sneezing, coughing or chest discomfort. Treatment 
includes over-the-counter (OTC) medications, such as:
• antihistamines, which can help control symptoms like a 
runny nose, sneezing and watery eyes
• decongestants to relieve nasal and sinus congestion
• nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory medicines, which reduce 
pain, fever and inflammation
• expectorants, which loosen mucus from the respiratory 
tract, alleviating chest congestion and discomfort

The best way to treat a cold is to drink plenty of fluids 
and get enough rest. OTC drugs can also help. See your 
physician if symptoms last longer than five to seven days, 
as they may have developed into an ear or sinus infec-
tion or bronchitis. No immunizations or antibiotics can 
prevent or treat a cold, but you can build your defenses 
by washing your hands frequently, not touching your face 
and avoiding contact with people who have a cold.  

F i g h t i n g  t h e  f l u
The flu (a viral disease with respiratory symptoms) can 
affect the entire body. Symptoms include a fever between 
100° F and 104° F, headache, body aches, fatigue, 
exhaustion and nausea. A mild case can be treated with 
rest, fluids and OTC medication. OTC and prescription 
treatments include:
• nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory medicines, to reduce pain 
and fever 
• prescription antiviral medicines to shorten the flu’s dura-
tion, if taken within the first day or two of symptoms
     To stay healthy this season, knowing the signs and 
treatments available is your way to better health.

Give good health a shot

The best way to avoid getting sick is to get  

an annual flu shot. Call the Union County Family 

Practice Clinic at (618) 833-2872 today!
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Is it a cold  
or the flu?


