


A nervous disorder in cattle

Although more than 20 spp. ~ wild fig trees occur
commonly in southern Africa (\ _ 1Breitenbach 1986),
poisoning by these plants has not previously been
recorded inthis area (Steyn 1949; Kellerman, Coetzer
& Naude 1988). In India, Ficus tsiela was shown to be
toxic when the leaves were fed to cattle during a feed
shortage (Divakaran Nair, Valsala, Ramachandran &
Rajan 1985; Rajan, Divakaran Nair, Valsala, Maryam-
ma & Ramachandran 1986).

In this study, a recent field outbreak of Ficus cordata
subsp. salicifolia poisoning in cattle, and subsequent
dosing trials with the plant material are described.
Details are also given of an outbreak of poisoning of
cattle that occurred during 1970 with F. ingens var.
ingens and the dosing trials that followed.

DESCRIPTION OF FIELD OUTBREAKS

The first outbreak of Ficus poisoning occurred early
in May 1970 on a farm (farm 1) near Naboomspruitin
the northern Transvaal. A bull became sick and three
heifers died after supposedly having eaten the leaves
of a small tree growing amongst rocks. The leaves
were said to contain a caustic latex which "burnt” the
mouths and noses of the affected animals which also
developed severe “strychnine-like jerks”.

The second outbreak occurred in 1992 and involved
a group of Friesland heifers on a dairy farm (farm 2)
near Brits in the central Transvaal. During a period of
fodder shortage in August the farmer fed the leaves
of an indigenous fig tree growing near his house as

TABLE 1 Dosing of Ficus spp. to ruminants

roughage to his heifers. Roughly 40 kg of wet leaves
and terminal branches were fed to a group of 15
heifers, 6—24 months old. Twelve of the heifers started
showing signs of intoxication within 24 h of eating the
leaves, and all died within a further period of 24 h. The
farmer first noticed depression, muscle stiffness and
salivation, followed by ataxia and muscle tremors.
The animals became laterally recumbent, made pad-
dling movements, salivated and showedfasciculation
of the lips and nystagmus, while a few showed a
serous nasal discharge and severe congestion of the
mucous membranes. Some heifers remained in lat-
eral recumbency for up to 24 h before dying. The
owner’'s dog also developed similar nervous signs
and died. The owner had noticed it consuming some
of the meat and rumen contents from a carcass. A
group of mature cows and calves managed on the
farm semi-intensively, and not fed the leaves, re-
mained clinically normal.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Ficus ingens var. ingens and Ficus spp.
Dosing trials

The entire stripling suspected of poisoning the cattle
on farm 1 was submitted to the Onderstepoort Veteri-
nary Institute for toxicological examination. Within 4 d
of receiving it, fresh green leaves from the plant were
macerated in a blender and drenched at the rate of
9 g/kg live mass to a milk-tooth wether (sheep 1;
Table 1). A further two consignments of plant material

Animal Dosingregimen Results
No. Live | Age | Species Stored | Dose | Days Total | Clinical signs Gross pathology
mass | m-t* (d) (g/kg) | on dose
(kg) 4-t* which (9)
dosed
Sheep1| 215 @ mt F.ingens 4,0 9 0 193,5 | Lateralrecumbency,tetanic | Degeneration ofthe liver,
var. ingens spasms, galloping and chew-| subepicardial petechiae,
ing motions, nystagmus, oedema and congestion of
opisthotonus, bloat lungs, mild splenomegaly,
(day 1-2), death (day 2) oedema of lymph nodes
Sheep2 | 26,0 | 4t Ficus sp. 40 10 0 260,0 | Nosigns No lesions
Sheep3| 27,0 | 4-t Ficus sp. 1.0 5 0 9450 | Nosigns No lesions
5,0 10 8
14,0 10 14
17,0 10 20
Sheep4 | 450 | 4-t F. cordata 05 15 0 675,0 | No signs No lesions
subsp.
salicifolia
Steer 1445 | mt F. cordata 0,5 15 0 2167,0 | Hypersensitivity, ataxia, No lesions
subsp. circling, falling, recumbency
salicifolia (day 1)

m-t* = milk tooth
4-t* = 4-tooth
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and increased permeability with subsequent leakage
of plasma constituents (Jubb & Huxtable 1993). Mod-
erate to severe demyelination of the brain white matter
was reported by Divakaran Nair et al. (1985) in experi-
mental F. tsiela poisoning in calves. In the present
study, demyelination was noted in the steer dosed with
F. cordata subsp. salicifolia; however, the mild and
focal nature of these lesions may have been related to
the short course of the intoxication.

The liver lesions in Ficus poisoning range from mild
degeneration to focal disseminated necrosis of hepa-
tocytes, as seen in the present cases, to centrilobular
necrosis reported previously (Divakaran Nair et al.
1985; Rajan et al. 1986).

The two outbreaks described in this paper confirm the
danger of feeding leaves from any Ficus spp. to live-
stock. As the toxic F. cordatas  sp. salicifolia and F.
ingens var.ingens are taxonom.ally closely related to
each other as well as to F. cordata subsp. cordata and
F.verruculosa (Van Greuning 1990; F. von Breitenbach
and A.E. van Wyk, personal communication 1992),
this group, in particular, should be considered poten-
tially toxic.
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