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A   HARD  Diagnosis

One of the most important responsibilities of your veterinarian is to educate you about health issues concerning your pet.  As we read last time, we are attending continuing education meetings on a regular basis to help us prepare and once in awhile we really get it right.  For the most part I believe we have done a great job educating dog owners about Heartworm Disease.  Most of our clients are tossing Heidi or Kodi a heartworm preventative each month and know that heartworm disease is a real problem in our area.  
They may not know that an adult heartworm in a dog can be up to 14 inches long and that it can live for seven or eight years in their dog’s heart, lungs or the vessels between these two organs.  They may not realize that from the time that Jasmine is bitten by one of 30 different pesky mosquito species that transmits this blood parasite, it can take between 6 and 8 months to actually get the disease!  Most know however that if they are on monthly heartworm preventative year round as recommended by the American Heartworm Society (www.heartwormsociety.org) they only need to test Puddin’ Dog every other year.  Many know that if they stop giving heartworm preventative over the winter it is very important to test Toby before restarting his preventative in the spring.   Few know though that this is because a serious reaction can occur if he has circulating microfilariae (baby heartworms) and that the preventative kills these quickly essentially creating floating clots or embolisms. So it’s better just to give heartworm preventative year round.
They know that their veterinarian draws blood.   They may not know that this blood test is really testing for infections from last year!   And that when they give their monthly heartworm preventative they are actually killing any heartworm larva from last month!  Heartworm preventative given to Joker April 1st is actually treating for March.  No foolin’!  They know that the treatment for adult heartworm infection is very dangerous.  Well, even with all of the education we still see between six and eight cases every year!  This is much better however than the 20 plus cases we used to see!
As good as we have done educating you about heartworm disease in dogs; we have really missed the litter box, so to speak, with Puss n’ Boots!   I’m really not trying to pass the buck however because the real reason we have slipped up a little is HARD to explain.  That’s Heartworm Associated Respiratory Disease.   Let me explain.  Until recently we believed that cats, which are very resistant to heartworm infection, seldom became infected and when they did they showed very few symptoms.    We knew it was hard to cause actual disease because less than 20% of cats that are exposed actually develop traditional heartworm disease.  We knew that the worms were stunted and only lived for a fraction of the time compared to dogs.
It’s really not difficult to understand however.  Remember that I said that cats are very resistant to heartworm infection?  Well that’s the problem!  It’s not hard, well it is HARD, but it’s also easy!  After Comet Kitty is bitten by an infected mosquito the larva begins its seven to nine month journey through her body.  One of the places it visits is the lungs.  It is important for parasites not to cause any problems such as being recognized by the immune system or they may lose their happy home.   Since Comet Kitty is not a normal host for a canine heartworm, his immune system makes it very hard for the parasite which makes it Heartworm Associated Respiratory Disease for himself!  His immune system attacks the larva so aggressively that it actually can cause permanent damage to his own lung tissue.  See how easy that was?
HARD is also easy to prevent!  There are a number of products that are used monthly just like in dogs.  A few are oral and work very well but we like a spot on product called Revolution.  It is very easy to use, works very well and also kills fleas, flea eggs, round worms, hook worms and ear mites.  It also has some activity against ticks as well but is not labeled for them in this country.  
Testing for heartworms in cats is a slightly different than in dogs.  There are two different blood tests.  One tells us that your cat has been infected but it may have been in the past and not active.  It is the antibody test.  The other one tell us, if positive, that your kitty has adult heartworms but if it has been exposed and is carrying an immature infection it will show positive.  There we go, things are starting to get HARD again.  Anyway, your veterinarian will tell you which is indicated for your cat.  It’s not just outdoor cats either.  Thirty percent of the indoor and indoor/outdoor kitties we tested were antibody positive!  

So, if your cat has symptoms including coughing, difficulty breathing, weight loss or loss of appetite don’t wait, call your veterinarian.  And remember to give or apply preventative on a monthly basis, it’s really not hard!
