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I was awakened from a great dream.  Santa's Reindeer had been parading in front of me pulling his massive sled laden with gifts…for me!  Ching, ching, ching, ching the bells on their harnesses sounded.  But now I was awake and I was sweating.  It was July, a long way from Christmas, and to my disappointment I realized that it wasn't Santa yelling to his reindeer but me informing Cajean (in a rather loud voice) to stop as she sat there next to the bed scratching away once again.  It was the chain around her neck with her ID tag and license that was jing, jing, jingling along.  Taking her chain collar off would help the sleep situation but it wouldn't help her and it was becoming a common occurrence.  And her ear was starting to have a little musty odor to it.  It was time to admit it.  She had Atopy.  Second to flea allergy it is the most common allergy type.
 

In people, that's like saying she had Hay Fever.   Inhalant Allergy however is a very different animal in dogs and cats than it is in people.   Typically in humans, children with inhalant allergies tend to grow out of them as they grow older.  They tend to affect the respiratory system and often antihistamines can control the symptoms.   Remember…Dogs are not small people and cats are not small dogs!  Our immune systems differ.  The target organ for inhalant allergies in your pet is its skin in 97% of the cases.  Initially the symptoms are very seasonal and may only last for a couple of weeks.  But your pet tends to grow into their allergies.  This means as they grow older things become less seasonal and more "all the time."  Great news…not!

 

A few things are similar however.  Inhalant Allergy tends to affect younger animals.  Symptoms usually show up somewhere between one and three years of age.  And probably one of the most important things to remember is that just like in humans; every time a dog or cat is exposed to something they are allergic to they will have a response!  When seeing a client with a pet that has chronic allergies for a second opinion veterinarians always hear a similar complaint.  "She treated it and it got better but then came back shortly after we stopped the medicine!"  Yes it did and it will again most likely, as long as the pet is exposed to whatever they are allergic to.

You see when an animal is repeatedly exposed to allergens, things like pollen, dust mites and mold spores the immune system produces something called Immunoglobulin E (IgE).  The next time the animal is exposed to the offending particle, the IgE attaches to special cells called Mast Cells and causes them to release things like histamine which cause inflammation.  Again, in people, this happens in the sinus and lungs so we sneeze, get stuffed up and have breathing problems.  In dogs and cats, most of the time this reaction happens in the skin.  The histamine also causes heat and the tissue to itch along with the inflammation, especially in the feet, face and ears.  So it’s lick, lick, lick…chew, chew, chew…rub the face on the side of the couch or floor…scratch the ears.  Sometimes this is a non-stop, drive you crazy situation.   Cats skin doesn’t become as red but symptoms can become generalized so that they actually lick their hair off with their rough tongues exposing bare skin.  They don’t stop there because it still itches so they actually lick the top layers of their skin off!  In dogs it is very common to have generalized yeast or bacterial skin infections secondary to atopy. So we must treat them as well as the allergy to get significant improvement.

Because this reaction affects the ears, they become hot and produce more waxy material which bacteria and yeast love.  It is already dark and moist  in the ear canal so when you add the trauma from chronic scratching it’s not hard to see why chronic ear infections and inhalant allergies go paw in paw (or hand in hand depending how you look at it!).  So, your veterinarian treats the ear infection and it “goes away.”  Two weeks later it’s back and you’re upset!  The only reason you should be is if your veterinarian did not explain the disease process.  Very seldom do we ever cure this common problem.  We can however teach you how to identify and control it.  How do we know what are Itchy’s allergies?  The only real way is to test for them.  Either a blood test, which your veterinarian can perform, or an intradermal skin test, which is done at a veterinary dermatologist, can give us our answers but are not always 100% accurate.  In general, animals that lick and chew their feet or rub their face, lick their flank or have chronic ear infections in the spring have sensitivities to trees.  In summer its grasses.  In fall often weeds are to blame and in the winter it is house dust mite, molds or indoor things like cigarette smoke.  These are general categories and only testing can identify specific allergens.
Treating allergies is like trying to put a giant jigsaw puzzle together.  Every animal is very different and responds differently to the various treatments so work with your veterinarian.   We’re a team on this one gang or things usually don’t improve!  There are topical “medicated” shampoos and rinses, antihistamine tablets, sprays and time-released rub-ons, cortisone sprays and lotions as well as tablets and injections.  A new medication that is almost side effect free called Atopica, which is a cyclosporine (a drug class that is used to prevent rejection of organ transplants) has been found to be very effective. There are Hyposensitization shots just like in human allergy therapy as well.  They can be effective but take six months or more to become effective.  With all of these possible treatments and their combinations it can leave us scratching our heads (sorry…had to say it).  Let’s talk about some general things that I have learned over the years.  Your veterinarian may have had different experiences.  

Any dog of any breed can have atopy however certain breeds are famous and “yes,” the tendency is inherited.  In “Westies,” Cairns and Wired Haired Fox Terriers atopy is very common.  Setter and Retriever breeds it is seen very often especially in Goldens.  But we also see it commonly in Lhasa Apsos, Pugs, Schnauzers, English Bull Dogs and a host of other breeds AND they can have allergies to fleas as well to complicate things.  I have found antihistamines to be of limited value unless used very early when the licking, itching and scratching is just starting.  Wiping the pet off with a damp cloth when they come in (esp. the feet) and bathing in an antihistamine or oatmeal emollient shampoo can also be helpful by decreasing the amount of contact time on the skin.  A HEPTA Filter air cleaner with an ionizer to filter and take particles out of the air decreases the amount of allergens inhaled.  Cortisone works wonders in atopy but can have many short and long term side effects.  Do not use these drugs on a daily basis for extended periods of time.  Low dose, every other day therapy can often be used very successfully for extended periods if necessary but only under close supervision of your veterinarian. Atopica is a great medication but can be expensive to use.   Omega 3 Fatty Acids have been shown to decrease inflammation and itch in about 30% of the pets and seem to increase the effectiveness of other medications.  Medications can be “hypo” or have a low chance of having a allergic response but nothing is totally “non” allergenic!

As you can see, treating atopy effectively requires team work between you and your veterinarian.  Being honest about compliance to treatment schedules is essential.  Eventually you and your veterinarian will find the right pieces to the puzzle even if your itchy pets don’t give a lick!  
