Diseases of the Respiratory System








Asthma





Characterised by intermittent attacks in which airway smooth muscle contracts, increasing airway resistance.  More mucus may be secreted by the airways and this mucus may be unusually thick and therefore further increase airway resistance.








Emphysema





Characterised by the destruction of the alveolar walls and consequent enlargement of the alveolar air spaces and loss of pulmonary capillaries.  These changes impair gas exchange because the airways collapse.  The causes are not fully understood but cigarette smoking is an important factor.  Air pollution and hereditary factors can also play a part in causing the disease.


