Doggy Dental Disease…
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Even before veterinary school I never quite bought into the old adage that  “dogs have cleaner mouths than people”  or that some mystical healing substance was present in dog or cats saliva that permitted them to “cure thyself” just by “licking their wounds.”

I had often noticed what my dog was busy eating (and licking) and sanitary wasn’t the first word that popped into my head!  And when I got a good whiff of my pets breath ... well the proverbial fly did fall from the outhouse wall!

Dental disease in our pets is one of the top two health conditions we recognize.  (the second being obesity)  One study showed that 85% of our adult pets actually suffer from periodontal disease.  Fortunately dental disease is also one of the easiest to control at home by the owner!  Dogs don’t actually get cavities like we do however they have their own set of dental disease.

The definition of dental disease is quite encompassing.  It begins with the gooky stuff around the top of the teeth. The scientific name is; plaque.  Calculus is the term given to this material after it mineralizes.  This plaque and calculus begin to undermine and push the gums back, harbor bacteria and infection.  The gums become red and inflamed, (gingivitis) and this progresses to periodontal disease which is the inflammation and infection of all tissues surrounding the teeth.  Sounds a lot like what we have learned about our own teeth and gums! The entire time this is progressing the infection circulates through the body and can infect other internal organs.  In fact there is often a direct correlation between the health of the mouth and the heart!  These symptoms cause discoloration of the teeth, bad breath, tooth loss and forces your pet’s immune system to constantly fight this infection.  Chronic pain from the mouth can cause irritability and poor eating.  As with people, bad teeth equals bad health.

That’s the bad news.  The good news is there is a lot that can be done to control and prevent this disease.  Dedicated oral hygiene home care and professional therapy are the keys.  The gold standard for plaque control is tooth “brushing”.  Many people chuckle when we talk about “brushing my dog’s teeth!?”   However there is almost no other act you can do for your pet at home that will have as much of a positive impact on the longevity of your pet than a good oral hygiene program.  It is something most pet owners can do especially when incorporated into a training program as a puppy or kitten.  

Selection of teeth cleaning tools varies with the owner and the pet size.  A child’s soft to medium texture nylon filament brush is acceptable.  Toothpaste is not essential to brushing.  The mechanical movement of the brush does the cleaning.  Human toothpaste should not be used as it is foaming and often contains fluoride.  Pet toothpastes (dentifrices) are non detergent, often contains enzymes and are flavored.  I have always wondered however why they flavor them with chicken or beef rather than “road-kill” or “something rotten.”  I think it would make it easier!

Tooth brushing should begin slowly and introduced by lifting the lip on the side of the mouth and introducing the brush or finger. (You may want to get your pet used to your finger or an object in their mouth by practicing without actually brushing for the first few days).  Hold the brush at a 45 degree angel to the tooth surface and make small circular movements over the gum/tooth junction and the surface of the tooth.  Focus on 1-2 teeth initially and be patient with your pet and do not fight them.  Concentrate your efforts on the outside surface of the upper teeth until both you and your pet are comfortable.  Move to the front teeth with minimal lifting of the nose (dogs resent this at times).  This entire process should take no longer than one minute.  Once you have mastered this technique; try brushing the bottom teeth, inside surface top and bottom, as well as the outside surface of the lower teeth.

Another beginner technique utilizes doggie toothpaste on your finger or you finger wrapped with gauze.  Make small circles over the outside surface of the upper teeth while petting and soothing your pet with the other hand.  Use minimal restraint especially with cats.  A second person to pet while another brushes the teeth can also be affective.  

Ideally, the frequency of brushing should be daily.  Minimize the effort and make it pleasurable and safe for both the owner and the pet.  Small dogs and cats can be held on your lap while cuddling and reassuring while brushing.  Try to incorporate tooth brushing with other grooming techniques and reward you pet with play time or a walk.

An alternative and/or a complement to tooth brushing would be dental wipes, dental diets, dental hygiene chews and biscuits.  Do not be lulled into thinking this is all you have to do.  These products only partially address the problem.  The animal’s own oral chemistry and the mineral content of your water will greatly affect their tendency to accumulate plaque and calculus. 

The very least one must do is be familiar with the changes in the teeth and in the pet’s mouth.  So flip the lip and look.  Regular visits to you local veterinarian will enhance your efforts as long as you follow their advise.  Annual dental cleaning is recommended (remember one human year equals about 6-7 years doggy years) and this should not be surprising.  Humans brush their teeth daily and still need to have their teeth professionally cleaned every six months.  Prevention is the key.

The benefits of your efforts to enhance your pet’s dental health will pay life long dividends in the form of a healthier, happy, active and pain free pet.  It is a win-win situation and the one minute spent on your best friend is one of the best gifts you could give.  If you have questions about your pets dental health just call your veterinarian, they’ll be glad to help.

