Chiari-like malformation (CLM) and Syringomyelia (SM) in dogs.
What is Chiari-like malformation and Syringomyelia?
Chiari-like malformation is a developmental abnormality characterised by a ‘mismatch’ in the size between the brain and the skull. This mismatch can subsequently cause an alteration in the flow of cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) and lead to a secondary syringomyelia (dilated fluid cavity within the spinal cord). Both conditions are common in brachycephalic breeds, particularly the Cavalier King Charles Spaniel.
What are the clinical signs of Chiari-like malformation and Syringomyelia in dogs?
Clinical signs of Chiari-like malformation and syringomyelia can vary and clinical interpretation of the significance of these conditions is challenging. Signs may include pain, scratching behaviours, reluctance to play/jump, ataxia and paresis. However, it is well documented that syringomyelia can be diagnosed incidentally in apparently clinically normal Cavalier King Charles Spaniels.
How is Chiari-like malformation and Syringomyelia diagnosed?
MRI of the brain and spine was the gold standard for Chiari-like malformation and syringomyelia diagnosis. The MRI permits us to evaluate the shape of the skull, the compression of brain structures and the presence of syringomyelia in the spinal cord as an accumulation of fluid inside the spinal cord. Other common findings in the MRI are ventriculomegaly (dilation of the cerebral ventricles), fluid accumulation in the middle ear (primary secretory otitis media) or other vertebral column congenital malformation.
What are the treatment options for Chiari-like malformation and Syringomyelia in dogs?
Both surgical and medical management have been described for syringomyelia in dogs. Surgical management aims to restore normal CSF flow or shunt abnormal accumulations of CSF out of the central nervous system. Medical management aims to control signs of neuropathic pain and reduce the CSF volume. In many cases, the condition is progressive, and dogs may therefore require lifelong analgesics. 
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The prognosis for dogs managed medically for syringomyelia is varied. Syringomyelia itself is rarely fatal, with euthanasia instead associated with uncontrolled pain. In a small case series of 14 dogs managed conservatively for neuropathic pain, 43% survived to be greater than 9 years of age. Euthanasia associated with uncontrolled pain is more likely in dogs with a wide syrinx and/or with dogs who present with first clinical signs at young ages.
