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Caprine Arthritis and 
Encephalitis (CAE)

By Kate Johnson

Disease: Caprine arthritis and encephalitis is a viral infection often manifested as arthritis in adult goats and, less 
commonly, as progressive inflammation of the brain (encephalitis) in kids. Most often found in dairy goat breeds 
and sometimes in sheep.

Prevalence: It is estimated that between 38% and 81% of dairy goats in the United States test positive in CAE 
blood screening tests, but only 20-30% of these infected goats develop symptoms. 

Transmission: Most commonly transmitted from infected dams to their kids, through colostrum. Can also spread 
through direct contact, exposure to contaminated clothes or utensils used for feeding, watering, and milking, or 
through contaminated needles.

Symptoms: Gradual or sudden onset of arthritis in adult goats, particularly in the knee but also in other joints. Kids 
as young as six months may show signs. Arthritis is progressive and results in lameness. Affected goats also have 
poor hair coats and declining conditioning, and adults may develop pneumonia. Encephalitis symptoms, most 
often seen in kids two to four months old, include weakness, loss of bodily control, head tilting, paddling, and 
blindness. Does infected with CAE may develop mastitis or “hard bag” and decreased milk production.

Treatment: There is no cure for CAE in goats, so cull infected animals from the herd or isolate them from the rest 
of your goats. Regular hoof trimmings, additional bedding, high-quality feed, and administration of pain medica-
tions can help affected animals feel more comfortable.

Prevention: Keeping CAE out of your herd is the best approach. Keep a closed herd, running blood tests on all 
animals annually, and only allow contact with goats that you know have received a recent negative test result. Re-
quire a negative CAE test result before purchasing a new animal or before bringing any outside animal onto your 
property.

Once CAE is found in your herd, you can take steps to keep it from spreading: 
• Separate kids from infected dams immediately upon birth and either pasteurize and bottle feed 
the colostrum and milk or only feed them milk from uninfected dams.
• Quarantine infected animals and keep them separate from your herd. Disinfect any items that have 
touched the infected animal before they come in contact with uninfected animals, including water 
buckets, milk stands, and equipment, feed tubs, etc.
• Cull infected animals from the herd.

While CAE is not curable, it's imperative that, once found, you take steps to minimize the spread of disease. Annu-
al CAE testing, as well as avoiding contact with infected animals, are the best ways to keep the disease out of your 
beloved herd.


