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Lymphatic system

The lymphatic system is a network of tubes throughout the body that drains fluid (called lymph)
from tissues and empties it back into the bloodstream. The main roles of the lymphatic system
include managing the fluid levels in the body, filtering out bacteria, and housing types of white
blood cells. Lymph is filtered through the spleen, thymus and lymph nodes before being emptied
into the blood.

Keeping a balance of fluid

Blood vessels tend to seep fluid into surrounding tissue. The lymphatic system drains off any extra
fluid to stop the tissues from puffing up. The feet in particular are prone to puffiness.

Lymphatic vessels

Lymphatic vessels criss-cross the entire body, except for the central nervous system. Some
lymphatic vessels have valves (similar to the valves in veins), which stop the lymph from running
back the wrong way.

Spleen

The spleen is inside the abdomen, just under the diaphragm. This is one of the filtering organs of
the blood. As well as removing microbes, the spleen also destroys old or damaged red blood cells.

Thymus

The thymus is inside the ribcage, just behind the breastbone. This is another filtering organ of the
blood, that contains many white blood cells called lymphocytes.

Lymph nodes

Lymph nodes are found at various points around the body, including the throat, armpits, chest,
abdomen and groin. All lie close to arteries. Bacteria picked up from the tissues by the lymph are
trapped in the lymph node. White blood cells called lymphocytes can then attack and kill the
bacteria. This is why your lymph nodes tend to swell if you have an infection. Viruses and cancer
cells are also trapped by lymph nodes.

Common problems

Some common problems of the lymphatic system include:

Glandular fever - symptoms include tender lymph nodes
Hodgkin’s disease - a type of cancer of the lymphatic system
Oedema - swelling caused by too much fluid in the tissues
Tonsillitis - infection of the tonsils in the throat.

Things to remember

* The lymphatic system maintains fluid levels in the body.
* Bacteria and other microbes are taken up by the lymph and delivered to the lymph nodes
for destruction.

* The spleen and thymus are organs that filter the blood.
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This page has been produced in consultation with, and approved by:

Better Health Channel

Content on this website is provided for education and information purposes only. Information
about a therapy, service, product or treatment does not imply endorsement and is not intended to
replace advice from your doctor or other registered health professional. Content has been
prepared for Victorian residents and wider Australian audiences, and was accurate at the time of
publication. Readers should note that, over time, currency and completeness of the information

may change. All users are urged to always seek advice from a registered health care professional
for diagnosis and answers to their medical questions.

For the latest updates and more information, visit www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au
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