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Ghoulish Gifts From Our Pets

When I say “gifts” I’m not speaking of the occasional little dead body that Comet Kitty leaves on our deck or even the blob of indescribable stinky “stuff” that the Winner dog rolls in, eats and then brings to the house to present to us.  Nope, I’m talking about a “gift” that is very serious.  This “gift” is called “Zoonosis.”   Zoonosis or zoonotic diseases are those diseases that can be transmitted directly or indirectly from animals, like your pet, to a human, like you!  I know, you’re thinking that only happens in third world nations not around here.  Wrongo!   We’re going to talk about some of these zoonotic conditions that are parasites and how to protect ourselves from the presents our pretty pets present us with.   Last article we talked about misperceptions concerning parasites.  This week we talk about the scary facts.
It’s like the script of a horror movie.   A young child playing in the sandbox out in the back yard, using the new trucks Uncle Mike bought him on his birthday to build sandcastles.   The sun is out.  The air is clear, yet something is there.  He can’t see it.  He can’t even feel it!  But OH yeah, it’s there and life might never be the same.  A few days later, there’s a small rash on his wrist.  Within days, a red eruption starts winding its way up his arm.   A red magic marker, that’s what it looks like? … but it’s raised and it hurts…it’s a creepy creeping eruption.  It is almost like there is something alive, crawling under his skin …… Oh my gosh, there IS something alive crawling under his skin….(obligatory) SCREAM of Horror!   

Rather than a horror movie this actually could be the script of a documentary because it happens all the time.  What young Lester and his parents didn’t know was that Scoots the cat had been playing around in the sandbox as well using it as his own personal litter box occasionally AND that Scoots had hookworms.  The stool dissolved eventually but lurking in the fecal material were hookworms eggs!  They hatched into larvae and then, they penetrated through his skin and begin to migrate around under and in his skin!  Humans are not the natural host for these hookworms so the immune system mounts a response in a healthy child thus the severe skin reaction as the body eventually destroys the worm.  This is called Cutaneous Larval Migrans and although very frightening it usually has a happy ending.
Did you see the one about the group of young children playing in the park?  As people would walk by leading their dogs, the children would run over and try to sell them the mud pies they were making.  (OK, not a great story line but it gets better)  So cute. So dangerous.  Then it happened!  Little Linda Larkin, the best mud pie maker of them all, dropped the chewing gum from her mouth.  She picked it up lickity split, brushed the dirt off it before anyone even saw what had happened.  Plop it went, back into her mouth with the unseen demons … Toxocara or Round Worm eggs (these have been patiently waiting in the dirt for a couple of years).  They hatch, penetrate right through the stomach or intestinal wall and begin to migrate.  These ghostly creatures make their way through the liver, lungs and muscles. They can migrate anywhere in the body!  Many times they actually migrate into the eye and cause blindness.  They can actually be seen when doing an ophthalmic exam!  This Zoonotic nightmare is called Visceral Larval Migrans.

Although the names were changed, there is nothing innocent about either of these true scenarios.   Both of these are common parasites of your dog or cat.  Both of these can be prevented.  When your pet is infected with these worms, they shed literally tens of thousands of these eggs in the stool daily.  When your animal defecates it contaminates the environment.  The stool material is gradually washed away by rain or snow leaving the invisible eggs.  When a child consumes these eggs by playing in the dirt and then consumes a small amount by placing his fingers in his mouth, he is infected.  Hookworm eggs can hatch and their larva will actually penetrate our skin, especially the feet and hands.  The immune system of young children is much more vulnerable.
So, how do we protect our youngin’s?  Well keeping our pets on a regular scheduled worming is the first thing to do.  This kills the parasites in the pet and reduces contamination of the environment. Many of our monthly heartworm preventatives have a worm treatment in them.  Bring on the bucket brigade!  Pick up your pets droppings when you walk and clean up the yard daily if possible but at least every couple of days.  Avoid letting children play in areas known to be pet toilet areas.  Do not allow children to go barefoot, sit or lie in playgrounds or parks.  Always cover sandboxes and use clean sand when filling.  Teach your children good hygiene.  Have them wash their hands regularly, especially after play or when handling their pet.  Now, let’s defeat these dastardly “doo-doo” demons.
Remember that these parasites have a Special Attraction for children.  Hopefully, using the tips above, we won’t ever have to see the original let alone the sequel of The Dastardly “Doo-Doo” Demons.”  No Tricks or Treats from our pets…OK?   Happy Halloween!
