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Relation between accidental hypothermia and acute pancreatitis

would be unusual in an ischaemic pancreatitis and might
suggest that pancreatitis was the initial event. Similarly, in
Mahood and Evans’ report, where no details of the
pancreatic morphology are given, the patient was an
alcoholic who could have developed primary alcoholic
pancreatitis. Thus in both cases the exact sequence of
events is still in doubt.

Cases 6; 7 and 8 had duct inflammation and periductal
necrosis. This form of pancreatitis has been associated
with alcohol abuse or the presence of gallstones. Both
cases 6 and 7 were alcoholic and case 8 had gallstones.
Chronic alcoholism predisposes a patient to accidental
hypothermia® and it may be that in case 6, who had only
microscopic pancreatitis, with no evidence of perilobular
necrosis, both hypothermia and pancreatitis were secon-
dary to alcohol abuse. Case 8 had the most extensive
pancreatitis of the group. On admission she was noted to
have a distended silent abdomen and a tachycardia. The
histological appearance of widespread periductal necrosis
is entirely consistent with a gallstone aetiology for the
pancreatitis and is not seen in pancreatitis secondary to
shock. Thus here it is likely that the patient had primary
gallstone pancreatitis and developed hypothermia as a
result of exposure (she lived alone and was found
unconscious on the floor of her flat). In case 7 the
presence of duct inflammation and periductal necrosis is
strongly suggestive of an alcoholic aetiology for the
pancreatitis. Whether the hypothermia was secondary to
alcohol abuse as suggested in case 6, or pancreatitis as
suggested in case 8 remains a moot point.

Four of the patients studied were receiving diuretics.
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Fig.2 Thisisfrom case8. Inflamed
intralobular ducts containing proteinaceous
concretions are marked by arrows. There is
surrounding periductal inflammation

and necrosis. Haematoxylin and eosin X 150.

By 1977 pancreatitis had been reported in 16 patients
treated with these drugs in whom no other cause for the
pancreatitis was apparent. '’ Considering the high preva-
lence of diuretic usage this is obviously a very rare
association, and a causal role for diuretics has not yet been
fully established. In the present study other predisposing
factors were present which correlated with the morpholo-
gical appearances in the pancreas, so a drug aetiology for
the pancreatitis seems unlikely.

Conclusion

Three possible mechanisms for the relation between
accidental hypothermia and pancreatitis in this series are
proposed. In cases 1-5 hypothermia appears to have been
primary. They have developed the “‘microcirculatory
shock” of hypothermia, which has resulted in ischaemic
pancreatitis. In case 6 both the pancreatitis and hypother-
mia appear to have been the result of alcohol abuse, and in
case 8 it seems likely that hypothermia developed
secondary to primary gallstone pancreatitis. It will
require a larger series based on these lines to determine
the relative frequencies of these various mechanisms in
the relation between accidental hypothermia and acute
pancreatitis.

I'am indebted to Mr Graham Reid and Mr John Hendry for
expert technical help.
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