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The Tubarial Salivary Glands 
 

Salivary glands are present in our face, and are organs present on both faces. The 

salivary glands make saliva, a lubricating fluid. Saliva contains enzymes that start the process 

of digesting food. It also plays an important role, including substances that help prevent 

infection. The known salivary glands consist of three pairs of major and minor salivary 

glands. Surprisingly, however, radiographic tomography revealed an unknown bilateral 

structure in the posterior nasopharynx, similar to the main salivary gland. Wouter Vogel, a 

radiation oncologist at the Netherlands Cancer Institute (NCI), explains that there may be two 

main reasons why the tubarial salivary glands have not been detected before. First, 

researchers have not previously used radiographic tomography, PSMA PET/CT, to locate 

salivary glands. The second was that the tubarial salivary glands were difficult to find 

because it was located in an inaccessible location. "Other salivary glands can be touched or 

seen during surgery." explains Vogel (Diana K 2020). 

There are varying opinions as to whether the tubarial salivary glands should be 

classified as separate organs and as major or minor salivary glands. First, the definition of an 

organ is that it is several types of tissue that have a specific shape and structure and perform 

specific tasks. The study confirmed the presence of a defined structure containing acini and 

draining ducts, and the association of xerostomia and dysphagia with RT dose in the clinical 

cohort indicated a specific function that can be disrupted (Valstar et al., 2020). Thus, the 

tubarial salivary glands can be classified as an organ. Also, tuberial salivary glands have 

many similarities to the main salivary gland, the sublingual salivary gland. The tuberial 

salivary glands consist of predominantly mucous glands, with unencapsulated parts 



composed of mixed glands, such as the sublingual glands. Therefore, they can be considered 

eligible as the fourth pair of major salivary glands. On the other hand, the tubarial glands 

have many similarities with the palatal conglomerate of microscopic glands, which are 

classified as minor salivary glands (Valstar et al., 2020). Thus, through different approaches, 

the tubarial glands should not be classified as separate organs or minor or major salivary 

glands, but can be better interpreted as macroscopic parts of a complex salivary gland organ 

system (Valstar et al., 2020). 

Salivary glands are at risk of being damaged by radiation therapy. This can cause loss 

of function, along with dry mouth and dysphagia. Affected patients also experience an 

increased risk of eating disorders, digestive problems, language problems, cavities, and oral 

infections, significantly affecting their quality of life (Valstar et al., 2020). Therefore, if new 

salivary glands are discovered, it is necessary to study the characteristics of the salivary 

glands. Recognizing these glands in radiation therapy may provide an opportunity to improve 

the quality of life. According to the study, after examining data from a cohort of more than 

700 head and neck cancer patients, they reported that the radiotherapy dose to the gland area 

was associated with dry mouth and swallowing difficulties after treatment (Diana K 2020). 

Therefore, regardless of the classification of the tubarial salivary glands, a clinically uniquely 

identifiable name is required.  However, it is not yet clear whether radiation therapy to 

preserve the tubarial salivary glands will affect the actual outcome, and further research on 

the tubarial salivary glands is still needed. 
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