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Cooties

I can remember running around the playground in elementary school playing tag and getting “Cooties” when one of the girls in the class would catch me.  I knew it was not good to get caught and even worse to get “Cooties” but it was better than getting kicked in the shins, which is the other thing that often happened.  And after all, I could give someone else “Cooties” if I caught them but in the animal world it’s not a game.

There are many creepy, crawly creatures that live on our pets and in our pets and I’m not talking about fleas and ticks, we’ll talk about them another time.  I’m talking about creatures so small that we can’t even see them without magnification!  These tiny bugs can be passed from one animal to another simply by touch or even just coming into contact with an infected animals skin scales.  Infected animals end up itching so much it literally drives them crazy.  The most notorious is the Sarcoptes Mange Mite often called Scabies.

Once on the hair of a host, the mite crawls down the hair shaft and the female mite burrows into the skin adding new light to the saying, “she’s under my skin!”  As they migrate under the skin they create cutaneous caverns and set up home.  Imagine the discomfort from these tiny tunnelers!   Some of the tunnels can be centimeters long!  As they breed, lay eggs, eat tissue and leave their waste products in the tunnels a tremendous inflammatory reaction occurs. The animal scratches and scratches causing more irritation and then the skin becomes infected and the itch intensifies.  Often the animal’s immune system is so sensitized to the waste products that an allergic reaction occurs…more itch!  The infected hair follicles begin to lose their hair, pustules form and the body begins to try and correct things by rapidly producing skin to replace the diseased tissue.  All this does is create thickened tissue that then begins to scale off carrying mites or mite eggs with them.  These become the new source of infection.  As more and more of the animal’s time and energy are used itching, it can no longer hunt or search for food.  The endless, intense itch prevents it from sleeping.  Many of us have seen the thin, hairless fox staggering across a field in the day time on its long trail of suffering toward death.  Scabies has always been with us but since the wearing of fur lost fashion and fur prices went down, the population of fur bearing creatures like fox has increased.  When Mother Nature sees an over population, she can be one mean lady bringing things back into line and diseases like scabies and other parasite diseases increase tremendously along with the suffering.

We have seen a huge increase in Sarcoptes mange in dogs at our practice in recent years.  There are many conditions that cause our pets to itch however, allergies being the most common.  Sarcotes is different…they really itch!  Often the edges of the animals ears lose hair and become crusty.  The same can be said of the elbows.  All of the other pets in the house also can begin to itch.  People in the house can develop rashes that itch and wax and wane.

Sarcoptes tends to be species specific however.  That means that even though you might develop an itch from the mites burrowing into your skin, they really don’t like how we taste and our immune system recognizes them for the monstrous mites that they are and kills them.  Besides, we have our own species of Sarcoptes (Scabies) that love how we taste and are very contagious as well!

If you take “Scruffy” into your veterinarian for intense itch, they will probably do a skin scrape.  They will look at this scraping under the microscope to identify the mites, mite eggs or their feces.  Sarcoptes mites can be very difficult to find and mites will only be found about 25% of the time even in infected animal!  Multiple scrapings are often needed and a good history is essential.  If found positive the cleanup process begin!  All the scales that have fallen off of the dog can be infective.  The dog’s bed, your sheets and blankets (if they sleep on your bed), areas of the house in which your pet spends a lot of time or sleeps are “hot spots.”  They are the areas that are prime for reinfestation and must be cleaned.  Many times we treat for the condition because of the history and intensity of the itch without finding any mites.
In the past, harsh and sometimes toxic chemicals were required to be  used as dips and were required to be done multiple times  Now, we actually have a “spot- on” treatment that is approved for the treatment of Sarcoptes Mite.  It’s called Revolution.  Yep, the same Revolution that is approved for preventing heartworm infection, fleas and ear mites.  We use it every two weeks for approximately 4 treatments and have been very effective in curing the problem. Remember however, your veterinarian may also be treating the skin infection and itch with antibiotics, shampoos and anti-itch medications. And now you can see why thorough cleanup of the environment is so essential and how routine use of Revolution will prevent infection in the first place.

I would encourage you to visit www.petsandparasites.org or just google “Sarcoptes Mites in the dog.”  You will find that this hideous 8 legged, hairy creature really does looks likea Cootie from outer space.  Next time we’ll look at some of the most common parasites we can get from our pets…Yuch!
