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Figure 1 Keriorrhoea: oily fluid floating on toilet water.

Figure 2 Keriorrhoea: yellowish colour on paper.

Patient’s perspective

I was anxious as I didn’t know what was wrong 
and we had an important match that evening. I 
did not feel ill, and all the other players were well. 
After discussing what I had eaten with the doctor, 
I remembered that I had two large portions of 
butterfish at the evening meal the previous day. 
Luckily, it settled after a few hours and I was able 
to play in the match.

Learning points

 ► Atypical presentations can occur when a team 
is competing away from home and meals are 
prepared locally.

 ► Keriorrhoea is a rare but self- limiting condition.

DesCriPTion
Team sport players have regular daily meals 
together when in competition. Meals are designed 
to provide a balanced nutritional diet to optimise 
recovery and performance. Time in camp can 

be long, and meal content is varied to prevent 
boredom and encourage consumption. An interna-
tional female football player presented on the after-
noon of an important away competitive match in 
the Netherlands, passing an odourless oily liquid, 
yellowish in colour, from the back passage on two 
occasions (figures 1 and 2). There was no abdom-
inal pain. She was otherwise well. Further episodes 
of intermittent leakage continued, settling sponta-
neously after several hours. The previous evening, 
she had consumed a quantity of fish that had not 
been present at any prior evening meals.

Keriorrhoea is the production of an oily, yellow 
or orange coloured liquid stool resulting from the 
consumption of indigestible wax esters found in 
oily fish, for example, butterfish or escolar (white 
tuna). Escolar fish (Lepidocybium flavobrunneum) 
can contain up to 20% of body weight of these 
wax esters, referred to as gempylotoxins. This 
produces fish flesh with an oily texture. Due to 
this adverse effect, the sale of escolar is restricted 
in many countries but can appear in restaurants 
mislabelled as ‘codfish’, ‘butterfish’ or ‘white 
tuna’.1 Gempylotoxins are indigestible to humans 
and pass through the intestinal tract, resulting in an 
oily anal discharge. Gastrointestinal symptoms can 
include nausea, vomiting and abdominal cramps. 
Management is symptomatic only, with the condi-
tion resolving spontaneously.1 2

This is a rare condition that is relatively unre-
ported in the literature, which can be distressing for 
the patient and challenging for the team doctor to 
diagnose. This case emphasises the importance of 
adverse gastrointestinal effects that may occur from 
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food content variability when travelling abroad with a sports 
team.
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