Ask A Vet: Animals Can Have too Much of a Good Thing
Sunday, December 9, 2012
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  
My friend suggested allowing my animals a “Holiday Feast” this year.  I know that too much grain can make a horse or cow sick, but how much is too much?

Dear Reader,


     This is a common problem seen in horses and cattle and is known as “grain overload.”  Unfortunately, there is no set amount that is “too much” as it will all depend on the type of grain and the individual animal.  Regardless, if an animal gains access to grain and consumes more than they normally would eat, that animal should be treated as soon as possible by a veterinarian.
     Cattle can actually become sick with grain overload over a period of time and not just from one instance of over indulging, though that will cause the disease as well.  Unlike horses, cattle are ruminants and depend on good bacteria within the rumen to breakdown feed.  When too much grain is consumed, the population of bacteria in the rumen is altered and the bad bugs can thrive. These bacteria produce byproducts that cause the pH of the rumen to become acidic and also draw large amounts of fluid into the rumen, dehydrating the cattle.  Some cattle will recover but many will become severely sick, go into shock and can die very suddenly.  Even animals that recover can develop secondary problems weeks, even months later.  These problems include abscesses within the rumen as well as the liver.  Treatment involves passing a stomach tube into the rumen and administering Magnesium hydroxide in an effort to restore normal ruminal pH. Cattle displaying signs of shock can require intense IV fluid therapy and surgery.
     Horses are hindgut fermenters meaning the good bacteria that help them digest feed lives in the colon and cecum.  When they overindulge, the population of bacteria in the hindgut dies and releases endotoxin.  Endotoxin within the digestive tract can cause diarrhea and signs of colic and it can also enter the bloodstream causing endotoxemia.  Endotoxemia is by far the more severe threat from grain overload as the colic is generally self-limiting but endotoxemia causes laminitis or founder.  For this reason it is very important to seek treatment immediately and not wait to see if the horse colics as by then, it can be too late.  As with cattle, a stomach tube will be placed in order to administer mineral oil and/or charcoal to bind endotoxin within the digestive tract.  Banamine, a common anti-inflammatory for horses, has the benefit of binding to endotoxin within the bloodstream, so a regimen of Banamine will be initiated as well.  Icing the feet can also prevent laminitis.
     If in doubt about how much grain was consumed, whether cattle or horses, the disease is very serious and one where it is always better to be safe than sorry.  Call a vet and initiate treatment as soon as possible to have the best chance at avoiding serious and life-threatening consequences from over indulgence.

-Dr. Kathryn Ernst
