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Polioencephalomalacia

T
his is a neurological disease
caused by real or relative thi-
amine deficiency. Thiamine

(vitamin B1) is made by the normal
bacteria in the rumen. Kids or does
on high carbohydrate diets may
have an upset in normal rumen
flora. A change in bacterial types
may cause either a deficiency of thi-
amine or production of an enzyme
which inhibits thiamine activity. The
end result is the disease polioen-
cephalomalacia (softening and
necrosis of the grey matter of the
brain). Overdosing with amprolium
(in the treatment of coccidosis),
exposure to high levels of sulphur in
the diet, or grazing on mare’s tail
(equisetum) can also result in
“polio” but are unusual in compari-
son to high carbohydrate diets.

Early on in the course of the dis-
ease, the goat may show a stiff
legged gait. The head may be held
high and the animal is anxious. As
the disease progresses (often within
6 hours), the goat is blind and the
head may be pulled straight back
towards its shoulders. The front legs
are stiff and the animal may fall
down. Once down, the abnormal
head and neck stance is more evi-
dent (opisthotonus). The pupils will

constrict to light but the goat will
not react to a hand menace. Other
rule outs are tetanus (the animal is
not blind), pulpy kidney, lead poi-
soning, listerosis, and other toxins
e.g. organophosphates and
organochlorines.

Sometimes the only way to
make a diagnosis is through a
response to treatment. Early polio
cases often respond, at least partially
if not completely to thiamine admin-
istration (by a veterinarian). Often
some response occurs within a few
hours of initial treatment. Most other
neurological diseases respond slowly
or not at all to indicated treatments
(unless specific poisonings). Because
thiamine deficiency does cause brain
necrosis however, time is important.
The longer treatment is delayed, the
more likely irreversible brain damage
may occur. One case may not neces-
sarily mean a herd problem but the
feeding management should be
reviewed. Some problem herds do
require routine thiamine supplemen-
tation but first feeding management
should be investigated.
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