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Getting It Right About Parasites

Jim Rummel, VMD

Over the last few articles things have gotten pretty gross at times talking about bugs that crawl under our skin and such.  Today I was going to discuss the same type of ghoulish subject, like worms and I wanted to throw in a new angle to make it even more groutesque, like worms we can get.  But then I said, “What the heck, let’s wait ‘till we get closer to Halloween!”  Besides witch, there are a few misconceptions and Old Wives Tales to “de-spell “about parasites and worms before we can all be on the same broom, if you know what I mean.  To do that, I am going to have to let you in on some super secret behind the scenes conversations (and strategies) of our veterinarians with some or our clients.   Names have been changed to protect identities, but I guarantee that these are genuine!  So here we go…

First of all, the parasites in our pets are not all worms.  So the, “Oh, Hoover doesn’t need wormed because I’ve already wormed him,” doesn’t cut it.  We now know that since all parasites aren’t worms we are not necessarily treating the pet for the correct problem.  This parry by the owners always leads me to follow with the set up when I ask, “Okay, what kind of worms are you treating for?”  And 92.46% of the time I can count on the same time tested response, “Well, you know...?”  said either with just a little hesitation or in disbelief that I don’t actually know.  “Worms that dogs get!” (or cats ).  This is stated uniformly with a renewed confidence!   Then it’s my opportunity for the coup de graus and I say, “There are many different kinds of worms and that most wormers tend to be specific and don’t treat them all or any of the other parasites your pet may get.”  I always love it when I get to say that!  So, for a quick review, all parasites are not worms, there are many different kinds of worms and know what worms (parasites) you are treating for or don’t treat.

Another conversation that occurs with such regularity that we have the patent rights to it.  “Mrs. Smith did you happen to bring a stool sample in today so that we can do an Internal Parasite Screen on Dipstick?”  “Oh, he doesn’t have worms; I haven’t seen any in his stool!” comes the immediate reply.   (Obviously she hasn’t read the preceding paragraph)  Oh boy, what an opening she is giving me.  “Well that’s great,” I say.  “However there are only two types of parasites that Dipstick gets that we can see and then only occasionally. (Round worms and tape worm segments).  The vast majority of parasites or their eggs can only be seen with a microscope.”  Take away point is that these things are very tiny and knowing this…you don’t have to waste time or dignity examining your pets  “duties.”
“But he can’t have worms, he’s not sick.” Another daily scenario that we hear.  This one needs a little explanation so I’ve asked Rodney Roundworm to elaborate.  “Listen, as a parasite I need a host to live, ya know.  I mean, my very existence depends on it.  You could say that my host is my home.  I mean I aint no genius but I know I can’t cause my host too many problems or, Bingo, I may end up losing my happy home!  So unless I have all my buddies over, my game plan is to lie low and not cause any real noticeable problems.  Well, sometimes maybe a slower growth rate, a little bigger belly, a little lower blood count, but hey, who’s countin’?” Even though you usually can’t put too much stock into what parasites tell you, I’ve know Rodney for 30 years and he’s being straight with you.  Your pet will only show signs of parasitic disease (worms or other parasites) when the numbers are severe or when another condition weakens their immune system.  So, just because they’re not sick doesn’t mean they’re parasite free. 
“Why do you think he has worms, Mr. Windpuffer?”  With too much regularity comes, “Well, he’s always licking (scooting on) his rear end.”   Please feel free to insert either action.   Anal sac problems, food or inhalant allergies and flea bite hypersensitivity cause far more pets to “pay attention” back there than the rare tapeworm segment wriggling out of the rectum…OK sorry.  I couldn’t resist!

Your pet does not get worms (parasites) from candy but feeding uncooked meats can spread numerous parasites and some can be passed to us.  This doesn’t mean he should actually get any candy!
There is a simple solution to getting it right.  It’s your duty to take his “duty” to your veterinarian at least two to four times per year depending on age, health and lifestyle.  The fresher the better because the parasite will be better able to be identified.  Treat for specific problems with the proper medication.  Always pick up any “souvenirs” deposited during a walk.   Clean up “action areas” as often as possible so that the eggs in the stool do not build up in your pet’s favorite areas.  Avoid high pet activity areas when possible because there will tend to be higher levels of infectious agents.  Visit www.petandparasites.com  or www.wormsandgermsblog.com .  And lastly, when you go in and ask your veterinarian for a fecal container for the Internal Parasite Screen, tell them Rodney sent you.
