SUMMER TIPS II           James R. Rummel, VMD

We’ve all seen it.  The temperature is 92 degrees F and as we cross an open parking lot to go into a store, we spot a dog panting like crazy, stuck inside a car with barely a crack in the window.  The temperature in the car could fry an egg but, “Max” wanted to go for a car ride…  This is one of the classic histories we hear associated with heat stroke.

Heat stroke is probably one of the most common non-infectious problems we see in the summer other than allergic conditions.  A lot of it has to do with the dog’s unique physiology.  We all know that pigs and dogs don’t sweat, right!   Well that’s partly right.  Pigs do not sweat to help with regulating body temperature and that is why they love to roll around in the cool refreshing mud.  They are actually one of the few animals that would be clean if permitted as they use one area in an enclosure as their bathroom rather than the entire pen!  Dogs do sweat, but only in between their toes and feet.  Don’t have a good answer for you for that one.  As we discussed, originally canines were not daytime creatures.  Most of “Bowser’s” canine relatives are lying in a cool den or in the shade during the day.  Therefore the temperature regulating mechanism for dissipating heat is a little different…it’s called a tongue.

Yes sirree bob, the water evaporating from that big drooling tongue hanging out of “Snoopy’s” mouth does the majority of the cooling while our entire body sweats.  Think of the difference in the surface area we have to cool ourselves and our dogs have their tongue!  Any wonder they have a tough time in the heat.

Animals with heat stroke are panting intensely, sometimes hypersalivating (if early in the process).  Their gums are usually injected and very red and their heart is pounding.  They may be collapsed and having trouble breathing.  In severe cases siezuring is very common.  History is very important!  Were they tied outside or inside a small room with poor ventilation prior to the symptoms?  The normal temperature for a dog is usually around 101.5 to 102.5 degrees.  I have seen heat stroke temperature as high as 107 degrees.  At this temperature there is a very poor prognosis as the brain essentially cooks.

Bringing the body temperature down rapidly is the most important thing you can do but doing it properly could mean the difference between life and death.  Spraying cool not ice cold water over the animal or immersing small animals into cool not ice cold water are quick and easy.  Why no ice?  Extreme cold will cause all the vessels in the skin (which are extremely dilated in heat stroke cases as they are trying to get rid of the excess heat) to contract thereby decreasing the heat loss.  When our skin gets too cold we shiver…to generate heat.  We don’t want to generate any heat in an animal with a 106 temperature. Also the shock of … too cold, too quick, can contribute to cardiac problems.  Evaporation cooling using isopropyl alcohol on foot pads, axilla (arm pits) and groin areas will bring temperatures down as well.  Get a temperature if you can when you start. When it is at 103 you should stop the cooling process.  After the initial cooling take your pet to your veterinarian immediately so that fluid therapy and medication to help prevent permanent problems.  

Certain breeds are going to be more susceptible to heat stroke.  Remember that all breeds were developed for a purpose other than being pets.  Because of this, personalities, body shape, size and hair coats are different.  Norwegian Elk Hounds were not bred for the Miami beach!  Dogs with long, thick, coats are going to be more prone to heat problems especially if the hair is dark.  Our third grade teachers taught us that dark colors absorb and hold heat while light colors reflect heat!  Sometimes when I suggest a summer haircut to an owner of a dog of a breed that typically has long, thick hair such as a Chow or Keeshound, I meet resistance.  I am informed that ”they were told” not to trim the hair because it insulates the dog.  I agree…in the winter!  Not many of us would wear a dark heavy woolen coat on a sunny July day and expect to be cool.  In fact, we might even get …heat stoke, especially if we were actively running around.  Trimming the hair, while leaving it long enough to protect these dogs sensitive skin sure helps their summer comfort quotient. 

So, no pets left in cars this summer, even with the windows down (unless the AC is running).  Provide plenty of fresh water and shade for those guys who are outside a lot.  Moderate activity during the hottest part of the day.  And I don’t know about you but I enjoying jump into the pool when I’m hot so a quick splash with the hose will help cool things off for “Buffy”.

