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Hola 

Hola y buenos dias from Akumal Mexico. I almost feel guilty writing this while on the beach, in the sun, under an umbrella, looking at the magnificent Mayan ruins of Tulum on the cliff in the distance.  The vacation has been great and it took about 30 seconds to prove how small the world is…I ran into a woman who graduated from the same high school a few years behind me that now lives in Mexico most of the year. We never knew each other but she loved animals.  She pegged me as a veterinarian within about thirty seconds and began telling me all about the problems with feral dogs and cats in Mexico and the huge lack of education about what would be considered basic health care issues in family pets as well.  Dogs are everywhere here, on the beach, in the outdoor restaurants and in the street.  They without exception have been friendly but it is obvious that most are lacking the proper diet and have health needs.  The cats are feral and you really can’t get near them.  As she spoke about the problems my professional curiosity started to heat up and it nothing to do with my sun burn. 

Most of the pet health problems that are here I have seen but only occasionally.  Distemper, the highly contagious, almost always fatal disease in dogs is very common in rural Mexico. Even in 1979 when I started practice this was a very rare problem around Erie due to the effectiveness of vaccination.  Recently, after hurricane Katrina and the transporting of the “rescued” dogs to all parts of the country, we have seen a dramatic increase in our area.

Tick borne illness is epidemic here.  Ehrlichiosis, a blood parasite passed by ticks is almost ubiquitous.  Tick control is almost non-existent.  And the money to provide control is not in most peoples budgets here.  You want to know something very frightening?  Wisconsin State University did a study on the ticks at Presque Isle a few years ago and they found 100% of the ticks infected with…Ehrlichia!  Something even more frightening is that 70% of those same ticks carried Lyme Disease!  Our clinic alone has identified 81 cases of Lyme Disease in the last 16 months and tick control products are available everywhere.  We have however only identified one case of Ehrlichia. Our annual heartworm test is also testing for these..  I don’t have a good answer as to why we are not seeing more Ehrlichia.  I am concerned however that there may be a real powder keg out there.
Internal parasites are also a severe problem.  Hookworm, round worm, whip worms and tapeworm.  The tapeworm is a different variety however and part of its life cycle can actually take pace in people causing cysts in the liver and brain.  There are many people affected in rural areas.  Children suffer the most.  The round worm and hook worm larvae migrate in the skin, internal organ and even the retina.  These are the same problems that can and used to occur more frequently in our children until people understood the importance of parasite control!

The uncontrolled reproduction among the pet population is the principle problem behind everything.  Unspayed pets here are the norm and societal influences are very strong to keep male dogs intact.  This obviously does not help to control pet numbers and also permits canine venereal diseases to run rampart.  Yep, dogs carry there own venereal diseases.  In fact, in the Yucatan, almost 10% of the male dogs develop Transmissible Venereal Tumors.  It is caused by a virus and dogs develop large, aggressive tumors that effectively take them out of action, if you know what I mean.  I have seen two in our area over the years.  Most responsible pet owners spay or neuter their pet now in our country and we have seen the benefits but we still have millions of unwanted puppies and kittens every year.
We have many organizations that are trying to fix our problems.  I have learned about a few down here as well that were started and  are run by Americans that educate the local municipal governments and solicit locals to help.  VIDAS (www.vidas.org) is the oldest and is run out of Boulder Colorado.  It was started in the mid 90’s.  NACER (www.nacer.org) is also a tax exempt organization out of Colorado that was created to raise funds to help with animal population control down here. 

 As my interest peaked along with the scorching noon day sun, a Corona arrived seemingly out of the deep blue cloudless Mayan sky. I suddenly realized that I had been prepared “well done” (and not because my sunblock failed) when Sherwood began telling me about S.P.A.Y.( Society for Protection of Animals in Yucatan) and all the good work they do.  SPAY is a group started by four American women that reside most of the year in Akumal. They have trained local individuals that now go into schools to teach children about caring for their pets.  They have 4-5 local veterinarians from Tulum and Playa del Carmen that participate in spay, neuter and health clinics in the rural villages.  
A few weeks ago in little Akumal 140 animals were seen and 70 surgeries were performed in two days.  A month ago in a tiny town called Chemuyil 120 pets were seen 45 surgeries were done.  There is no charge for the locals to have the animal seen if they permit them to be spayed or neutered (at no charge).  Dogs with an incurable disease such as distemper are humanely euthanized, all animals are treated for internal and external parasites and information materials are sent home to teach about the importance of  hygiene.  Of course they are always looking for another veterinarian.  Ding, the timer went off and I was cooked.  She had played the current, placed the lure perfectly and I had taken the bait hook line and sinker!  She had me!
Lessons learned; … although we may not have as many problems because of all of our advances in medicine and education, we certainly have a lot in common with other places less developed.  Where there is a need there are people willing to help if given proper leadership and direction.  The world is a smaller place than you think.  And finally, I am a sucker for Corona.  Hasta luego Amigos! 
