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Chronic alcohol consumption is known to affect the CNS function at different levels, causing neuronal damage and behavioral deficits in humans. A variety of behavioral tests conducted in laboratory animals has confirmed that chronic heavy alcohol consumption induces remarkable learning and memory disturbances. However, recent data suggest that moderate long term ethanol consumption may beneficially affect cognition in humans and experimental studies are being conducted to clarify the underlying mechanism. In this study, we compared the response of 8 adult female alcohol-treated (2,5% in water, ad libitum for 4 weeks) Wistar rats in standard behavioral tests such as the Open Field Test, Object Recognition Test, T-maze Test and Forced Swim Test, to this of 8 age-matched control female rats.

Alcohol treated rats showed no difference in the parameters measured during the Open Field Test, a test that assesses the reaction to novelty and the exploratory activity of the rat. In the Object recognition Test, which assesses the ability to discriminate a novel object, alcohol treated rats displayed an impaired ability to recognize a novel object and discriminate it from the familiar one, but both groups performed equally well when exploring two identical objects. In the T-maze test, that can assess the short-term spatial learning and memory, alcohol- treated rats did not appear to distinguish between the familiar and the novel arm. In particular, the first crossing of alcohol treated rats was towards the familiar arm in contrast to this of controls that was towards the novel arm. Depressive-like phenotype was assessed by the Forced Swim Test. In the first day of the test that assesses the initial reaction to stress, both experimental groups responded similarly. In the second day of the test that assesses depressive-like behavior, by measuring floating duration (passive response) versus climbing duration (active response), alcohol-treated rats showed significantly decreased duration of floating and increased duration of climbing, suggesting a decrease in depressive-like behavior.

These findings suggest that chronic moderate ethanol consumption impairs visual short term memory and attention and decreases the depression-like phenotype in adult female rats, but has no effect on either the response to stress or to novel environments. However, more behavioral tests and in both sexes should be performed in order to elucidate the probable beneficial effect that moderate alcohol consumption may have in humans.
