Bloat – some facts

Bloat (the common name for gastric dilatation [GD] or gastric dilatation-volvulus [GDV]) is a condition in which the valves controlling the entrance and exit to the stomach become fixed in a closed or semi-closed position.  This results in the contents of the stomach (food and the gases created by the normal digestive processes) being unable to escape either by belching, farting, defecating or vomiting   As more gas is created the stomach expands extremely rapidly (GD) – very much like a balloon being blown up – and often twists about its axis (GVD).  This in turn damages/ruptures adjacent organs, including the spleen, triggers gastric necrosis and, in turn, shock – all in an unbelievably short space of time.  If left untreated it invariably proves fatal.

Statistically once a dog has experienced a bloat there is an increased risk of further episodes and because of this in most cases a gastropexy (stapling of the stomach to the abdomen wall) is performed during surgery to correct the original bloat.   However, gastropexy only reduces the risk of further episodes; it does not eliminate it entirely.  

In a recent survey the ages of golden retrievers experiencing bloat episodes ranged from 1.5 to 14 years, most being between 8 and 14 years – this is consistent with statistical evidence for all breeds. The condition most frequently developed during the evening and overnight, the latter always proving fatal.

It is commonly believed that feeding immediately before or after exercise increases the risk of bloat.  However, in every case during this survey, bar one, the patients had not exercised for some hours and were at rest when the bloat occurred.  

There is no doubt that the pain associated with bloat is extreme, but responses differ greatly, some patients literally screaming in agony whilst others remain silent.  

Perhaps the most worrying aspect is the minority of vets who do not appear to react to the seriousness of the condition; one asking “Is it an emergency?” when contacted by telephone, others wasting time on form filling, and yet others sending patients home without pain-killers.

The six main symptoms of bloat are:

1. Unsuccessful attempts to retch from the throat, producing nothing or small amounts of foamy slime

2. Unsuccessful attempts to defecate

3. The adoption of the ‘Sphinx’ position (as in the Egyptian Sphinx)

4. The dog is unusually unsettled and showing signs of discomfort

5. The abdomen becoming swollen and the skin as taut as a drum-skin

6. Attempting to either bite, or worry, the abdomen

Items 1-4 can occur in any order but always precede 5.  The speed with which the condition develops is unbelievable; there is no warning, an apparently healthy dog finding itself fighting for its life within 30 minutes. If a dog displays the above symptoms, and especially the first four, and is unable to drink or eat (offer it a choice titbit), veterinary advice should be sought immediately.  

Delay is not an option, organs can sometimes be irreparably damaged within minutes – in one case the dog’s spleen was found to be ruptured less than 60 minutes after the first signs of the bloat became apparent.  The chances of a patient’s survival decrease alarmingly after the first 60-90 minutes of the symptoms becoming apparent.
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