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Companion Animal Hospital: Exotic Animal Care 

 
Gut Stasis in Herbivorous Mammals 

 
 
Gastrointestinal tract problems are unfortunately common in many small herbivorous (plant-
eating) mammal species, such as rabbits, guinea pigs, chinchillas, degus, and relatives. They are 
a true emergency in these animals, and many health issues can contribute to gut stasis. 
 

Digestive tract anatomy in small herbivores 

 
These animals have specialized anatomy in order to digest tough plant material in order to 
maximize the energy that they are obtaining from food. Fibre is an indigestible form of 
carbohydrate to most animals; however these herbivores use a strategy called hind gut 
fermentation to break down fibre so that calories and nutrients can be obtained from it. 
 
Hind gut fermenters have a “secret weapon” in their digestive tract, more specifically in the 
cecum, which is a blind-ended sac at the junction of the small and large intestines. Food that is 
diverted into the cecum is subjected to a colony of microorganisms that can break down plant 
fibres, releasing and converting nutrients from the otherwise indigestible food: Amino acids,1 
vitamins, and volatile fatty acids.2 This material will pass from the digestive tract as cecotropes, 
which are distinct from regular stools. The rabbit will eat cecotropes directly from the anus to 
digest them again, obtaining nutrition from them that was otherwise “locked up” in fibre. 
 
The colony of microorganisms (including bacteria, protozoa, and fungi) needs to “eat.” If an 
animal that relies on this type of digestion stops eating or there is some other disturbance to 
the digestive tract, the mass die-off of these microorganisms releases gas (causing bloating) as 
well as toxins from specific bacteria. These toxins, termed enterotoxins, are absorbed into the 
bloodstream and eventually cause organ failure. 
 

What causes gut stasis, and how is it diagnosed? 

 
It is important to understand that gut stasis is rarely a disease that occurs on its own. It is 
instead usually a complication of other diseases. Because gut stasis is often fatal within days, 
stabilizing your pet and treating the stasis is critical, but it is just the first step. Determining the 
underlying cause of the stasis is the next step, as if it is not addressed then gut stasis may 
reoccur. 
 
Possible causes of gut stasis include, but are not limited to: 

                                                 
1  Amino acid: Base components of proteins. 
2  Volatile fatty acid: Fatty acid with a specific structure that is used for energy by herbivores. 
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 Inadequate diet or sudden change in diet: A sudden change in the sugar, fibre, protein, 
or moisture content of the diet may upset the bacterial balance of the gut resulting in 
bacterial die-off. 
 

 Dental disease: Dental disease can prevent small mammals from eating a balanced diet, 
resulting in a change in diet like above (for example, they may preferentially eat softer 
foods instead of fibre-rich hay and tough greens). 
 

 Parasites: Some parasites contribute to serious gastrointestinal upset and may result in 
stasis. 
 

 Antibiotic use: If your pet is taking antibiotics for any reason, close monitoring of their 
eating and bowel movement habits is essential. Antibiotics may contribute to gut stasis 
either by suppressing the rabbit’s appetite or causing an imbalance of gut flora. 
 

 Gastrointestinal obstruction: Any obstruction of the digestive tract can rapidly become 
life-threatening, and may require surgery to correct. Hairballs (also called 
trichobezoars) may cause an obstruction. 
 

 Sometimes the condition is idiopathic, meaning that we do not know what has caused it. 
 
If your pet's doctor suspects gut stasis, they may recommend testing such as radiographs (x-
rays) and bloodwork. X-rays are used to screen for gut obstruction or complications such as 
gastric dilation. Bloodwork helps to search for a possible inciting cause of the gut stasis, and to 
look for complications of stasis such as liver disease. 
 

How do we treat gut stasis? 

 
Prompt treatment is essential as gut stasis can be fatal within 48-72 hours. Typically, we 
provide supportive care to these patients to “reverse” the stasis: 
 

 Fluid support in the form of intravenous fluids (if the patient’s condition is severe) or 
subcutaneous fluids (if they may be treated as an outpatient). 
 

 Nutritional support using complete nutrition formulas to ensure that your pet is 
receiving adequate calories, and to stimulate the gut to resume normal function. 
 

 Pain management medication as a bloated digestive system is inherently painful. 
 

 Drugs to stimulate gut movement (gastrointestinal prokinetics or promotility agents). 
 

 Antibiotics if infection is suspected or confirmed on laboratory tests. 
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A possible complication of gut stasis is gastric dilation or gastric dilation volvulus, where the 
stomach becomes bloated and distended with gas and may “twist” onto itself. This condition is 
life-threatening and requires immediate correction. Your pet may be sedated to pass a tube 
down the esophagus and into the stomach to relieve the gassy pressure. If a tube cannot be 
passed, then surgical correction is required immediately.  
 
As mentioned above, gut stasis rarely occurs on its own. Identifying and treating the underlying 
cause is critical for successful treatment and to prevent reoccurence. 
 

In summary: 
 

 Gut stasis has many possible causes in small plant-eating pet mammals. It rarely 
happens without a cause, and sometimes the cause is difficult to determine. 
 

 Prompt treatment is critical: This condition can be fatal within 48-72 hours. We 
recommend that if your pet has not eaten in 24 hours or produced  bowel movement in 
12 hours that they are examined on an emergency basis. Recognizing and treating gut 
stasis early improves the chances of recovery. 
 

 Diagnostics can include x-rays and bloodwork. 
 

 Treatment can involve nutritional support, fluid support, and drugs to manage pain and 
stimulate gut movement. Many patients require hospitalization. 
 

 A full review of your pet's care and nutrition helps our veterinary team to identify risk 


