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Abstract 

Bloat, or ruminal tympany, is a potentially life-threatening digestive condition affecting cattle, 

buffaloes, sheep and goats. It develops when gases produced during ruminal fermentation 

cannot be expelled normally through eructation, resulting in excessive ruminal distension. 

Bloat occurs mainly in two forms: frothy bloat, in which gas becomes trapped in stable foam, 

and free-gas bloat, in which accumulated gas cannot be released because of impaired eructation 

or other underlying problems. Common predisposing factors include sudden access to lush 

legume-rich pasture, abrupt dietary changes, excessive concentrate feeding, inadequate 

effective fibre and oesophageal obstruction. Clinical signs include left-sided abdominal 

enlargement, restlessness, reduced rumination, abdominal discomfort and breathing difficulty. 

Severe distension can compromise respiration and circulation, leading to collapse and death. 

Diagnosis is primarily based on clinical examination and feeding history. Management depends 

on the type and severity of bloat and may require veterinary decompression or an appropriate 

antifoaming agent. Gradual dietary adaptation, effective roughage provision and careful 

pasture management are essential preventive measures. Early recognition and prompt 

veterinary intervention are critical to reducing animal losses. 
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Key Points 

• Bloat is excessive accumulation of gas in the rumen and can become fatal within a 

short period. 

• Frothy and free-gas bloat are the two major forms. 

• Sudden swelling of the left side of the abdomen is an important warning sign. 

• Severe ruminal distension can interfere with breathing and blood circulation. 

• Early recognition and prompt veterinary intervention can save the animal. 

• Gradual dietary changes and proper feeding management are important for 

prevention 
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Introduction 

Bloat, also called ruminal tympany, is a potentially life-threatening condition of cattle, 

buffaloes, sheep and goats. During normal ruminal fermentation, gases such as carbon dioxide 

and methane are produced and removed mainly through eructation (belching). When gas cannot 

be expelled normally, it accumulates in the rumen and causes progressive abdominal 

distension. Mild cases may be managed successfully when recognized early, whereas severe 

cases can rapidly lead to respiratory distress, circulatory failure and death. 

Understanding Bloat 

Bloat is a clinical syndrome rather than a single disease. Gas may accumulate either as 

a stable foam within the rumen contents or as free gas that cannot be expelled. The underlying 

cause determines the type of bloat and influences the appropriate treatment. 

Types of Bloat 

1. Frothy Bloat — Gas becomes trapped in stable foam and is commonly associated with 

lush, rapidly growing legume-rich pastures and highly fermentable feeds. 

 

2. Free-Gas Bloat — Gas accumulates as a free layer but cannot be expelled normally. 

Oesophageal obstruction, impaired swallowing and reduced ruminal motility may 

contribute. 

Causes and Predisposing Factors 

Sudden access to lush green pasture; excessive consumption of legume-rich forage; 

abrupt dietary changes; large quantities of highly fermentable concentrates; inadequate 

effective fibre; rapid consumption of succulent feed; gorging by hungry animals; oesophageal 

obstruction; reduced ruminal motility; and previous episodes of bloat. Animals moved 

suddenly from a dry roughage-based diet to lush, rapidly fermentable forage are particularly 

vulnerable. 

What Happens Inside the Rumen? 

Normally, fermentation gases accumulate in the upper part of the rumen and are 

periodically removed by eructation. In frothy bloat, stable foam prevents gas bubbles from 

joining together and being expelled. In free-gas bloat, gas accumulates but normal eructation 

is prevented or impaired. As the rumen expands, it pushes against the diaphragm and reduces 

lung expansion. Severe distension can also interfere with venous return and circulation. 

Without rapid relief, respiratory distress, collapse and death may occur. 
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Recognizing and Assessing Bloat: Signs and Diagnosis 

Bloat is usually recognized by sudden enlargement of the left side of the abdomen, 

particularly the paralumbar fossa. Affected animals may show restlessness, repeated lying 

down and getting up, reduced rumination, excessive salivation and abdominal discomfort. As 

distension increases, breathing becomes rapid and difficult, with neck extension and, in severe 

cases, open-mouth breathing, weakness and collapse.  

  Diagnosis is mainly based on history and clinical examination. Recent access to lush 

pasture, sudden dietary change or concentrate feeding supports the diagnosis. A tense, 

distended left abdomen with a resonant or drum-like sound on percussion is characteristic. The 

severity of respiratory distress and rumen distension should be assessed immediately to 

determine the need for emergency veterinary intervention. 

Effects on Health and Production 

Severe bloat can rapidly compromise respiration and circulation. Even non-fatal 

episodes may reduce feed intake and disturb normal rumen function. Repeated episodes may 

contribute to poor productivity and indicate problems with feeding management, pasture 

utilization or underlying digestive disorders. 

Managing an Animal with Bloat  

Bloat should be treated as an emergency, particularly when marked abdominal 

distension is accompanied by breathing difficulty. The main objectives are to relieve ruminal 

pressure, allow accumulated gas to escape, correct the underlying cause and prevent recurrence. 

In free-gas bloat, veterinary decompression may be necessary. If oesophageal obstruction is 

suspected, it should be relieved carefully by a veterinarian. In frothy bloat, an appropriate 

antifoaming agent may be required to break down the foam and facilitate gas release. Treatment 

should be performed under veterinary guidance. Forceful or improper attempts to pass 

instruments into the oesophagus can cause serious injury and should be avoided. 

Keeping Bloat Under Control: Prevention and Control 

Feeding Management: Introduce new feeds gradually; provide adequate dry and 

effective roughage; avoid sudden ration changes; prevent excessive concentrate feeding; 

maintain a consistent feeding routine. ` 

  Pasture Management: Do not allow hungry animals immediate access to lush legume-

rich pasture; gradually adapt animals before full pasture access; avoid excessive grazing on 

high-risk forage; closely observe animals after introducing new pasture.  

  Herd Management: Recurrent bloat cases should prompt evaluation of the ration, 

pasture, feeding schedule and individual animals. Veterinary examination is advisable when 
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episodes are frequent or an underlying digestive or oesophageal disorder is suspected. 

Conclusion 

  Bloat is a potentially fatal condition caused by excessive retention of gas in the rumen. 

Frothy and free-gas bloat differ in their mechanisms and management. Early recognition of 

left-sided abdominal distension and respiratory difficulty is critical. Good feeding practices, 

gradual dietary adaptation, adequate roughage and proper pasture management can 

significantly reduce the risk of bloat. When severe signs are present, immediate veterinary 

intervention is essential to save the animal. 
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