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THE LYMPHATIC SYSTEMðis primarily comprised of: lymphatic vessels 

(lymphatics), lymph nodes and lymph. The lymphatic system is an important part 

of the bodyôs immune system because lymphatics transport lymph, which contains 

macrophages (white blood cells that kill bacteria and clean up cellular wastes), as 

well as antibodies and other protein substances that fight infection. Lymph also con-

tains water and waste material consisting of chemical, organic and inorganic body 

cell products as well as cell residues including foreign organisms like viruses and 

bacteria. The lymphatic system, the ñgarbage system of the bodyò, is a one way sys-

tem that eliminates wastes by carrying these wastes to excretory organs for excre-

tion/elimination. The kidneys act a the primary excretory organ. However, it has 

been our experience that in cases of chronic (long-term) lymphedema with fibrosis 

(hardening and congestion of tissues), waste products can also be eliminated by  

other excretory organs: pores of the skin, exhalation of the lungs, and bowel move-

ments. During intensive combined decongestive therapy for lymphedema, patients 

have reported very pungent odorous perspiration especially in the armpits (axilla) 

and groin, bad breath, and foul smelling bowel movements.  

 

 

Lymphatics are tubes or vessels that transport lymph from all parts of the body for 

elimination. The lymphatic tubes or lumen have small muscular pump-like chambers 

which automatically move lymph through smaller lymphatic channels into larger 

lymphatic channels. When the body is at rest, lymph moves progressively through 

lymphatics or lymph vessels at a rate of approximately 7xôs/minute. During exer-

cise, movement of lymph increases dramatically. Only lymphatic vessels have the 

capacity to transport larger cell debris and other protein waste particles found in 

lymph. In a healthy state, lymphatics or lymph vessels are designed and equipped to 

transport 10% of all body fluids containing wastesðthe veins transport 90%. When 

this 90/10 equation is disrupted, fluids back up causing swelling. Forty percent 

(40%) of all lymphatics in the body are just under the surface of the skin. Therefore, 

manual lymph drainage focuses on stimulating the smaller lymphatics in this space 

called the ñground substanceò or connective tissue, moving lymph into collateral 

lymphatic pathways by-passing congested areas of the body.                                                                          
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During intensive combined decongestive therapy for lymphedema, patients have reported very pungent odor-

ous perspiration especially in the armpits (axilla) and groin, bad breath, and foul smelling bowel movements.  

 

Lymph Nodesðthere are about 600-900 lymph nodes in the human body depending upon each personôs size 

and body build.  About 200-300 lymph nodes are located in the neck and the remaining lymph nodes are dis-

tributed throughout strategic areas of the body:  the armpits (axilla), the groins (inguinals), along the spinal 

column, and approximately 100-200 lymph nodes lining the bowel and intestines.  A lymph nodeôs primary 

function is to filter out impurities, concentrate lymph, and store white blood cells called lymphocytes which 

kill viruses and bacteria. 

 

Lymphðis the yellowish clear, runny liquid that flows from an open wound after bleeding ceases. It is the 

fluid that ñbathesò all our body cells and keeps body tissues moistened. Lymph is manufactured by the body 

ï the result of the breakdown of food and liquids weôve eaten that is absorbed by the small intestines and 

transported to all parts of the body ðòyou are what you eatò. Lymph contains cellular protein debris, micro-

organisms, bacteria, body cell wastes and other waste particles too large for the veins to transport. Only the 

lymphatics have the capacity to transport these larger particles for elimination. Lymph must be in a constant 

state of movement or it will stagnate and become more thickened causing severe side effects, e.g., fibrosis, 

infection, cellulitis, pain, heaviness and immobility. When fibrosis occurs in the tissues, the fibrotic area acts 

as a dam preventing lymph fluid below the fibrotic area from passing  through and leaves the entire area 

prone to infection, increased swelling and cellulitis. In addition, thickened lymph (fibrosis) in the joints 

ñlock upò the joints, decreasing mobility, flexibility, and producing pain. In fact, patients with lymphedema 

have reported that swelling due to an increase of lymph fluid and waste products in an affected area has pro-

duced greater levels of discomfort in not only the joints but also the tissues. Since lymph contains body 

waste products, it is essential that anyone caring for a lymphedema patient, including the patient himself,  

should carefully wash hands before making contact with an affected lymphedematous area. Patients with 

lymphedema are much more prone to infections.  

 

 

 

 

 

Diagrams of the Lymphatic System follow: 
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