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Symptoms and signs
This disease is rarely fatal. Exten-
sive studies on the clinical fea-
tures of ciguatera poisoning in 
humans have been conducted 
in French Polynesia7. Very few 
studies have been conducted 
in animals, although symptoms 
seem to be fairly universal across 
the mammal species and treat-
ment protocols in animals follow 
that of humans. 

Clinical manifestations appear 
from between two and 30 hours 
after eating a toxic � sh and, by 24 
hours, distinct groups of symp-
toms can be identi� ed.

 � Neurological manifesta-
tions. The most common pre-
senting sign in humans is paraes-
thesia, consisting of numbness in 
the extremities or hot sensations 
when skin is in contact with 

cold water. Animals seem to 
have more severe neurological 
presentations, with ataxia, trem-
ors, seizures, limb hypertonus, 
opisthotonus and nystagmus 
among the possible presenting 
signs. Although these neurologi-
cal signs are common in animals, 
patients may also be presented 
as recumbent, lethargic and with 
an apparent � accid paralysis (Fig-
ures 4a to 4c).

 � Gastrointestinal tract mani-
festations. Diarrhoea and vom-
iting is common in humans, and 
abdominal pain is also reported. 
Diarrhoea and vomiting present 
less frequently in animals, 
although abdominal straining 
may be observed.

 � Other symptoms. Bradycar-
dia and hypotension have been 
reported in humans, although 

this has not been directly docu-
mented in affected animals. Vari-
ous other reported symptoms 
in humans include dysuria, chills, 
sweating, neck stiffness, skin 
rashes and polyneuropathy.

Physiopathology
Ciguatera toxins’ exact mecha-
nism of action is unknown. Neu-
rological manifestations have 
been attributed to an oedema of 
the adaxonal Schwann cell cyto-
plasm, and these observations 
have been related to the prop-
erty of ciguatoxin to increase 
the permeability of the excitable 
membrane to sodium8. 

A lack of data makes deter-
mining physiopathology of the 
toxicity difficult. Documented 
cases are often in areas with 
poor laboratory resources, 
which hinders research further. 
Exact symptoms seem to vary 
according to the geographical 

region where the � sh has been 
consumed, suggesting that differ-
ent dino� agellate species invoke 
different responses. 

Human symptoms often dis-
appear after a few days, although 
paraesthesia, pains, pruritus and 
weakness can persist for several 
weeks. There may also be a 

persistence of signs following � sh 
protein consumption.

In contrast, animals may be 
affected for weeks. Some indi-
viduals may require turning in 
their beds several times a day 
and regular feeding by a direct 
tube or syringe (Figures 5a to 
5c). With time, animals will be 

able to eat by themselves and 
move around without aid.

Treatment 
Ciguatoxin exerts its effects pri-
marily by altering the membrane 
properties of excitable cells, thus 
activating voltage-dependent 
sodium channels9. Sodium chan-

Figures 5a. Initially, regular feeding with a nasophageal or 
oesophageal tube may be required. 

Figure 5b (above). Syringe feeding 
can be introduced when the patient 
can swallow normally. Figure 5c 
(right). With time, the patient will 
be able to eat without aid.

Long-term poison management
�  SQ � uids, as needed.
�  Syringe feed the patient. Mash up canned food 
and water, but do not provide � sh products.
�  Cyproheptadine can be used to stimulate 
appetite (provide between a half to one tablet 
daily for cats sid or bid).
�  Reduce fatty foods because toxin is lipid-
soluble, and concentrates in the fatty tissue.
�  A hospital stay for one to three weeks with the 
treatment above may be needed.
�  Nursing care is important to prevent ulcers 
and skin infections.
�  Discharge when the patient is able to main-

tain � uid balance and eating (with or without 
assistance). The patient may take several weeks 
or months to fully recover (Figure 7).
�  Amitriptyline has central and peripheral anti-
cholinergic effects, as well as being a sedative. 
It may block the toxin, and is most effective for 
chronic neurological symptoms or � sh poisoning.
�  +/- Antihistamines, as humans show signs of 
itchiness. Chlorpheniramine is often prescribed.
�  No � sh products – lagoon or bought. Check 
labels, as � sh oil is a common ingredient. It is 
best to not give any � sh products post-recovery 
for six to 12 months, or even for life.

Figure 6. 
Administering 
oral charcoal 
may help to bind 
the toxin before 
it is absorbed 
systemically.
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