
Dealing with a Dummy
Treating cria with Hypoxic Ischemic Encephalopathy

By Stephen Mulholland, Ph.D.

In December 2011 we had a cria that got very sick. We were lucky that our 
veterinarian recognized what we were dealing with, a dummy, and put us on the 
path to saving her.

 
The term "dummy" comes from the  horse world,  the so-called "dummy 

foal."  The condition  is  also  known as  Neonatal  Maladjustment  Syndrome,  or 
more technically as Hypoxic Ischemic Encephalopathy.

 
Practically this means that the cria did not get enough oxygen to its brain 

(and possibly other organ systems in the case of severe oxygen deprivation). This 
lack of oxygen could have come from a wide variety of sources and may have 
happened before birth (inadequate placenta, anaemia in the dam, early placental 
separation), during birth (early rupture of the umbilical cord, various constrictive 
dystocias)  or  even  after  birth  (intact  membrane  preventing  the  cria  from 
breathing).

Day 4: Little Suleluri was already starting to display subtle  
signs that all was not right.

Spooting a Dummy
What does a dummy look like? It varies depending on how severe the lack 

of  oxygen was.  In  the  most  extreme cases  the  newborn  goes  into  immediate 
seizures, and obviously prompt veterinary assistance would be required in those 
circumstances.

 
Most dummies have more subtle symptoms and are more difficult to spot. 

Symptoms can take days to develop, and start with minor problems that escalate. 
It may be nothing more than an intuitive feeling that something is not quite right, 
perhaps first presenting as a mild depression which can be overlooked. Dummies 
might appear blind, have difficulty swallowing, be very un-coordinated (unable to 
stand/walk),  may suck on anything indiscriminately,  and may display twitches 
(eyes, lips) that are indicative of minor seizures. Also, watch out for cria that hold 
their breath (apnea), breathe irregularly or don't urinate, as that is a sign of more 
severe organ damage.
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Be on watch for very deep and long sleeping cria that are difficult to rouse, 
as that can be a sign of a dummy. Premature cria will sleep for very long periods,  
but if you have a full-term, well-developed cria and it wants to sleep all the time, 
have a second look. 

Dangers
Many of these symptoms lead to the cria not feeding properly, or at all. 

Consistent quality nutrition is vital for a newborn, and its absence quickly leads to 
many other problems. The cria may forget it needs to eat, or how to eat, or may 
simply lose focus and fall off the teat before getting a proper feed. This can be 
hard to notice when it is all taking place underneath the female.  

Infections are very likely in dummys. This may be because the cria is weak 
from  a  lack  of  food,  or  because  it  is  eating  or  sucking  on  dirty,  messy,  or 
otherwise wrong things. You need to regularly check an at-risk cria's temperature, 
and promptly treat any infection that takes hold.

 
If  the  cria  has  been  a  dummy since  birth,  they  might  not  have  gotten 

sufficient colostrum from their mother in the first 24 hours after birth. If this is 
the case, the cria will have to be given plasma plasma to provide the life-saving 
antibodies it need to fight off infection during the first few months.

Treatment
Treat the symptoms. The cria will need to be supported until it recovers. 

There is no single fix; it is about good supportive nursing and care. Symptoms 
tend to disappear in the reverse order in which they appeared (last in, first out). 
As the cria improves it shouldn't relapse: once a symptom is gone, it's gone for 
good.

 
Cria that are not eating properly need to be fed. Remember that very young 

cria needs many small feeds throughout the day. A cria consumes about 10% of 
its body weight in milk per day, and splitting this across six or more feeds is ideal. 
Their little stomach can only handle so much milk at once! And since you are 
dealing with a dummy you can't rely on them refusing the bottle once they feel 
full. 

 
If a cria can't feed from its mother, it would be good idea to milk the mother 

both to keep the udder stimulated and producing, and to take pressure off due to 
an excess of milk. I know this can be a challenge if the mother is not keen! But 
most  dummys  will  recover  sufficiently  within  a  few  days  or  weeks  to  start  
feeding normally again, and it is easier to milk the dam a few times than to bottle-
raise her cria.

 
Keep  a  close  eye  on  body temperature,  since  infection  is  likely.  Since 

camelids don't have a fixed body temperature (they are cooler in the morning, and 
will be quite warm after a long afternoon in the sun), it can be a bit challenging to 
determine when you are seeing a fever. I find it very useful (where possible) to 
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compare temperatures in equivalent animals. Take the temperature of another cria 
of the same size and color, if you can, and look for a difference. A cria that is 39C 
first thing in the morning has a fever.

 
Watch out for obsessive behaviour that can get a cria killed. They may drink 

water, either out of hunger or just as an odd behaviour, until they kill themselves. 
They may try and eat all sorts of odd objects which a camelids would normally 
ignore. You may need to build yourself a "cria proof" pen in which mother and 
cria can live while the cria is being treated. 

 
In foals, good care saves about 80% of all dummies. 

Our Dummy, the tale of Svalinn and Suleluri
Day 0- Svalinn, a maiden female, gave birth on Nov 27, 2011. It was not an 

easy birth. She started with a normal presentation, but then the cria got stuck with 
one and a half legs out. One of the legs was only partly out, and we eventually 
determined it was bent in the womb and jammed against the entrance of the birth 
canal. In retrospect we should have intervened and helped earlier, but we waited 
too long hoping that the mother would sort it out. It was 90 minutes from the head 
first appearing to getting the cria out and on the ground. She was 8.9 kg, which is 
at the top end of the normal range for alpaca (6-9 kg).

 
From the moment of birth we knew there were problems. Suleluri's (the 

cute female cria) eyes were cloudy, and there were indications of blindness (no 
menace reflex). Even though she was full term (by birth date), there were a few 
slight signs of dysmaturity (loose leg tendons).

 
As an "at risk" cria, especially one from a maiden female, I started feeding 

her colostrum, and put mother and cria in the shed overnight. Checking later that 
evening showed that Suleluri was reactive to light, and had regained at least some 
vision.

 
Day 1- The next morning Suleluri was up and feeding. I did give her a bit 

more supplemental colostrum, such that in her first 24 hours I'd provided about 
30% of her colostrum needs (as an insurance policy after some tragedies in the 
past).  I  did note in my journal "head bobbing up and down?" At the time we 
rationalised  this  as  being  related  to  her  vision  problems.  I  also  procured  and 
began administering eye-drops from the vet. At the end of day 1 she was down 
400g from her birth weight. (now 8.5 kg) The weight loss was not a surprise- 
we've seen some alpaca cria lose 500g the first day, then come roaring back in the 
days that followed. 

 
Day  2-  Her  weight  dropped  by  another  300g  to  8.2  kg,  so  I  started 

supplemental bottle feeding that evening. At this point we were not sure if this 
was a problem with the cria, or if the maiden mother had insufficient milk. 
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Day 3- I provided about 50% of her milk requirements (total of 400 ml over 
4 feeds), Sule's weight was up 100g at the end of the day (8.3 kg), so I put the two 
of them back into the paddock with the rest of the girls.

 
Day 4- Still providing 50% of feed. Weight up another 100g to 8.4 kg. But 

now the cria  was running a slight temperature (39C in late afternoon). I talked to 
our  vet  on  the  phone,  letting  her  know  of  the  situation.  She  gave  the  first 
indication that we might have a dummy. I also noted in my farm journal that she 
was a very sleepy cria. 

 
Day 5- Sule was 37.5 C at 6AM, which is a bit warm for so early in the 

morning after a cool, clear night. Her weight had dropped though, down 300g to 
8.1 kg! I increased my supplemental feeds to 700 ml over 5 feeds, which was 
about 85% of her daily needs. She still looked like she was feeding off her mum, 
too.

 
Day 6- Down to 8kg. Still feeding her 700ml a day. When I went out into 

the paddock to feed her she was often sitting in mud puddles. Later that day there 
was mud around her mouth, she'd been eating the mud! And this was nasty, dirty 
mud due to the geese also making use of the puddles. (Afterwards we figured out 
that she might have been sitting in the mud puddles to try and cool herself down.) 
I  noted in  the journal that she now had a stiff  gait.  With a high temperature, 
falling weight, and strange behaviour, it was time to get to the vet! Based on the 
symptoms  I'd  described,  our  vet  immediately  diagnosed  that  we  were  indeed 
dealing with a "dummy". It was a Saturday afternoon, of course, so we had to 
take Sule to the vet's home.

 
By the time we got there her temp was up to 41.6C, which is well into the 

danger zone for "febrile seizures." We started her on antibiotics (a 5 day course), 
and used a cooling coat to get her temperature down. The cooling coat was a 
special  fiber  coat  for  the  vets'  Bernese  mountain  dogs,  which  really  feel  the 
summer heat.  When we got  home we improvised a  cooling coat  of our  own, 
cutting up a camping microfiber towel and safety-pinning on some straps. You 
soak the coat, wring it drip dry, and put it on the cria. The cria stays dry, but the 
evaporating water carries away excess heat. By nightfall she was down to 39.5C- 
still quite warm, but out of the immediate danger zone. 

 
That evening we milked 275 ml out of the mother (using a shearing table to 

immobilize her) and fed some to the cria.   Svalinn eventually got used to the 
periodic milking- I think she was happy to have the pressure taken off her udder. 
We put mother and cria in a pen, and the cria immediately tried to drink itself to 
death in the water bucket! Thankfully we had been warned about such obsessive 
behaviour, and moved the bucket to where Sule could not reach (but her mother 
could) and did our best to "cria-proof" their pen. 

 
Day 7- This was the low point of the whole process, and it was a struggle to 

keep little Sule going. She was 39C at 6AM, still quite feverish. She had lost her 
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suck reflex, and was very lethargic. Cria must suck down the milk, otherwise it 
can end up in the rumen where it curdles and adds to the problems. It was taking 
me 20 to 30 minutes to get her to drink 100ml of milk, as I had to stimulate her to  
suck and swallow reflexes by massaging her cheeks and throat. In between milk 
feeds I was giving her electrolytes with dissolved Berocca tables. (Cria don't need 
to suck down electrolytes, so you can syringe it in. A little throat massage would 
stimulate a swallow reflex.) It was a long, hard day, with alternating hourly feeds, 
milk then electrolytes. 

 
Sule was 7.9 kg first thing in the morning, and 8.6 kg by evening. Most of 

that weight gain was just rehydration.
 
Day 8- From the first feed of the morning I could tell Sule was improving- 

most noticeably she now had a good suck reflex could drink milk again. I fed her 
900 ml of milk (100% of her needs) plus some electrolytes over the course of the 
day. I saw her nosing under her mother on occasion, but she didn't appear to be 
feeding from her much, if at all. We milked the mother out again. By the end of 
the day Sule was up to 9.1 kg (another 500g gain). 

 
Day 9- I was still providing most of Sule's milk needs (90%). Her evening 

temp was 38.5C, which was pretty normal for a warm summer's day,  and her 
weight was up another 400g to 9.5 kg. Mother and cria were spending the days in 
the fenced yards outside the shed, and nights back in the pen. We waited until we 
were sure Sule was no longer compulsively drinking water before putting her in 
the yards with access to a water trough.

 
Day 10- Weight up another 400g (9.9 kg), as Sule readily devoured all the 

milk I provided her.
 
Day 11- While I was still  feeding Sule 750 ml of milk per day, she had 

started rocketing around the pen. Her behaviour now appeared quite normal for a 
cria her age. Temperature of 38.5C in the evening.

 
Over the next 5 days I tapered off the amount of milk I was offering Sule, 

until on the last 2 days she started refusing the bottles offered- clearly she was 
now getting plenty of milk from mum. Perhaps I could have eased off on the 
supplemental milk a bit earlier, as she was gaining weight very quickly,  but I 
wanted to make sure she was going to be okay, and didn't want her to relapse. 

 
Now, seventeen months later, Suleluri is a happy and friendly young girl. 

Her behaviour is completely normal. In fact, she's the biggest of the cria from last 
year.

Looking back, what I got right and wrong
My early decision to provide colostrum (and later pre-vet-trip supplemental 

milk) probably averted an even worse disaster. Since we have a small herd, and 
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only get 10-20 cria per year, it is easy to give a bit of supplemental colostrum to 
newborns. I don't feed colostrum to all the cria, just the ones I am suspicious 
about. This suspicious-list is comprised of any cria from an assisted or difficult 
birth,  and  almost  all  first-time  mothers.  I  will  also  feed  the  cria  of  a  more 
experienced mother if  I know she is  not the best  milk producer in the world. 
Better  a  bit  of effort  now, than a tragedy later on.  By feeding ~50% of their 
colostrum needs  over  the  first  24  hours  you  make  sure  they  remain  hungry 
enough to go after the natural source, while at the same time providing minimally 
adequate antibody protection if for some reason mum's colostrum is not available 
or of a good standard.

 
My biggest mistake was not intervening sooner. We kept waiting for Sule to 

"come right", when each day she was clearly getting slightly worse in small steps. 
If I'd stepped in at day 3 and started providing 100% of her food needs and started 
watching  more  closely  for  infection  we would  have  probably have  fixed  her 
before she hit rock-bottom and nearly died. 

 
I'd also like to share with you the "Milk Mix" I use for feeding cria. (Note- 

this is not the colostrum this is the milk I use for longer-term feeding of cria. For 
colostrum I've had good success with the "Jump Start" brand from Fonterra.) The 
formula is a mix of 470 ml blue top milk, 30 ml cream, and 3 tablespoons of non-
fat milk powder (with an optional extra of 1-3 teaspoons of yoghurt) .  I have 
found  that  our  cria  do  very  well  on  it,  and  very  much  prefer  the  taste  over 
Anlamb. We used to use Anlamb, and I found the cria would only drink when 
they were very hungry, and even then it was a chore to get them to drink enough 
to gain weight. The other big advantage of the "Milk Mix" is that blue-top milk 
and cream can be purchased from any dairy or petrol station, meaning you can 
create the milk mix late at night or on a holiday when all the farm-supply stores 
are closed, since Murphy's-law dictates that's the time when an animal will be in 
need!   

 
And if you are curious, Suleluri means "Silliness" in Georgian. It seemed an 

appropriate name for our first ever dummy.

One year later Suleluri is bright, friendly, and completely  
normal. You'd never guess she had such a tough start.
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