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Over the last few weeks we have been reviewing the dogs stifle or knee.  We talked about the most common stifle injury to this joint, an injury that also occurs in people.  We call it an ACL rupture (Anterior Cruciate Ligament).  Today’s article will be about a condition that animals have when they are born.  Any condition that exists at birth is labeled; congenital.  I am sure many of you are very familiar with a congenital condition in dogs called Hip Dysplasia.  That’s why I am not going to talk about it … besides, we’re talking about the knee remember! 

The most common congenital condition in your dog’s knee is called “Medial Luxating Patella.”  Which really isn’t what it is …it is what it does and the knee cap (patella) is not always luxated (out of joint) but it is sometimes and  it also involves the shape of the thigh bone, the end of the thigh bone and the shape of the shin bone (tibia) or a combination thereof.  See how easy it is?!  It’s sort of like ordering a Super Duper Double Cheese Burger …but without the cheese!     “Ahhh, let’s see.  I’ll have a Medially Luxating Patella Condition with a tibial bow deformity, shallow trochleal groove, and misshapen tracheal ridge.  Throw in a curved femur if you can but hold the luxating patella!  Oh yeah, make it a double!”

Now, what does all of that mean?  Well, I’m glad you asked that question.  To put it very simply, the knee cap popping out of place (luxating patella) every time Gimpy bends her knee is the end point of a group of structural problems that she was born with.  In most cases, initially the knee cap stays in place but over time, due to the forces exerted upon it from abnormal anatomy, it begins to dislocate (luxate).  This sets up a whole series of problems.  The condition should really be called Stifle Dysplasia.   The word “dysplasia” basically means “abnormal in form.”    And that is exactly what this condition is, just like its relatives that hang around different joints.  They are named “Hip and Elbow Dysplasia.”  Let me explain.
Remember we talked about those big muscles in the front of the thigh?  They are called the quadriceps ’cause there are four of them.  They are very powerful and they all pretty much connect at a single tendon which attaches to the front of the shin at a place called the tibial crest.  That’s the very front of the top of your shin bone!  Sitting within that tendon is the knee cap (patella).   It keeps things from binding up into the joint when it bends.  When those “quads” focus all of their power into the tendon and contract, they pull the tibia forward.   Pretty simple!  Well, not if everything isn’t lined up perfectly.   Who can forget those nasty little things we called “vectors of force?”  (probably pretty much everyone that isn’t into physics!)   Anyway, if the quads and their tibial attachments are all lined up with the knee cap in the middle everything works … el perfecto!  The vector of force is straight down the leg.  Problem is that in this condition almost nothing is lined up!
The first thing that is usually wrong is that the end of the thigh bone bows to the outside, sort of like a person that is bow legged.  The second and most serious issue is that the shin bone attachment is rotated toward the inside (medially) of the knee.  Uh oh… see what’s going to happen?  No?  Well let me help you out.  Let’s say then that the groove on the end of the thigh bone (femur), which is what  the knee cap rides in, is very shallow and the “knuckle” on the inside of the knee isn’t as big as it is supposed to be.  Now, every time the knee is bent, the force (vector) is exerted from the outside of the thigh bone across the knee to the attachment on the shin that is now on the inside of the knee and the groove and knuckle that is supposed to hold the knee cap in place is malformed (dysplastic).  NOW you have it!  Gosh, you guys are quick learners!  One or all of these abnormalities can be present and in varying degrees of severity.

When a dog is young and skinny, the ligaments and soft tissue of the knee hold everything in place even though the malformations are present …usually… unless it is a very severe case.  Therefore, the congenital condition of “luxating patella” exists but hasn’t happened, yet.  Over time, the normal movement of the knee continues to pull the knee cap across knee toward the inside part of the shin instead of up and down.  Eventually, these forces stretch the soft connective tissue and “pop goes the knee cap.”  This can be a painful event or in many cases since the breeds affected are often the miniatures ones it is found on physical exam after having occurred over a long period of time.  As you can imagine, this dislocation of the knee cap every time Gimpy bend her knee begins to wear the cartilage off the back of her knee cap and off of the knuckle of the thigh bone.  This becomes painful and arthritis begins to occur.  
As I mentioned, this condition is most common in smaller breeds like Toy and Miniature Poodles, Yorkies, Boston Terriers, Chihuahuas (yes, I can spell it!).  We are now seeing it in larger breeds like Bull Dogs, Akitas, Boxers and even some retriever breeds.  The fix is simple…line everything up so that the forces are up and down versus across the knee!  This requires surgically moving the attachment on the shin back to the front, deepening the groove on the end of the thigh bone and tightening the stretched out ligaments.  Actually the surgery is very successful but depending on the severity of the condition, the age and weight of your dog, surgery may not be the best choice.  It is important to discuss this with your veterinarian. They will give a grade that denotes the severity of the condition.  The most important thing to remember is that “Streaker” may become “Gimpy” if this problem is not addressed before it becomes arthritis! 
So, that’s it for the knee (stifle) but to cap things off I want to remind you…NO Halloween Candy for Barfy!!!  Remember that chocolate is toxic to dogs.
