Ask A Vet: Thinning Goats Could Be Johnes
Sunday, August15, 2010
 

Dear Dr. Weldy’s,

I have a 4 year old goat that is losing weight despite eating well and is up to date on all vaccines.  I had one that acted like this and then died, what could be causing this and how can I stop it?

-Worried About a Goat

 

Dear Worried About a Goat,
There are a variety of diseases that can cause weight loss in goats, such as parasites, coccidia, and viruses.  A veterinarian needs to do a physical exam and some other tests to determine the cause, but it sounds like your goats might have a disease called Johnes.  Johnes is a disease that affects the intestines of goats, sheep, and cattle.  It is caused by a bacteria called Mycobacterium.  This bacteria acts differently because it grows very slowly.   It grows in the lining of the intestine and as it grows it destroys the lining.  The lining is needed to absorb the nutrients from the food as it goes through the intestine.  As it gets destroyed by the bacteria the goat can continue to eat but gets thinner because they are not absorbing the nutrients.  Sometimes with Johnes, an animal will have diarrhea.  Diarrhea is more common in cattle than in sheep and goats.  Animals with Johnes typically will not have a fever but can act weak.  
Johnes is spread through the feces and in the milk.  Most animals pick up the bacteria before 6 months of age and typically get it from their mother.  They can get it from fecal contamination and also from the colostrum.  The bacteria enter the intestinal cells and become dormant.  It basically takes a nap in the intestinal cells for a few years.  Then a stressor, such as kidding or another sickness wakes the bacteria up and it begins to grow and destroy the intestine.  Then you see the clinical signs of diarrhea, wasting, and lethargy.

Since the bacteria grows so slowly and lives inside the intestinal cells, we cannot kill it with antibiotics.  By the time it is detected the lining of the intestine is already destroyed and we cannot reverse that damage.  We have to detect it early and cull those animals from herd so they do not spread to the younger animals.  There are many tests available, but the two most reliable are the fecal test and the blood test.  The blood test is a good screening test and the results come back quickly and can be checked by the fecal.  The fecal takes up to 30 days because the bacteria are slow growing but there are no false positives.  The testing should be performed in an affected herd once a year and all incoming animals until all tests come back negative for 3 years in a row.  Multiple tests are required because it is not shed all the time.  The meat from these animals is safe to eat and humans do not get Johnes.    Contact your veterinarian to get a diagnosis and prevent future problems.

 -Dr. Lynne  Statler

