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Boy, time just keeps on rolling along.  Seems to be going by faster all the time.  That's certainly the case when it comes to the spread of certain diseases.   A few years ago it was thought a tick needed to be attached for about 48 hours to infect it's host with Lyme Disease.  Recent evidence has shown it can be done in as short as 15 hours.  Lot's can happen in 15 hours.  Think about it.  You and your family had a great day yesterday.  The sun was out, it wasn't too hot.  Just a beautiful day.  Sort of like the day after the fourth of July (that would be the fifth!). You were riding your bike on a "rails to trails" bike path along the river.  Or you were camping and had an afternoon stroll in the woods before packing up for home.  Or heck, maybe you were just getting some yard work caught up.  Those weed whackers are great tools.   If you called it off late in the afternoon and threw some burgers on the grill, had a nice dinner, went to grab some soft serve at the Dairy Supreme, went to bed, got up and took a shower … you could already be infected with Borrelia burgdorfei and have Lyme disease.  Pretty scary when you think about it.  And by the way, where was your dog "Boomer" when you were walking along the path.  Right, he was running in the field, checking out whatever was under the fallen tree and rolling in some undefined, stinky guck.  Think maybe he could have picked up one of those little Ixodes scapularis (deer tick).  Remember, the nymph stages are only about as big as a pin head.

 

What is the most common sign that I see in the dogs that are infected with Lyme Disease?  Nothing.  That's right…nothing!  Most of dogs that we diagnose are in for their annual Wellness Exam and vaccines.  We routinely do a "Heartworm" Test.  Now fortunately, thanks to a company named Idexx,  the "Heartworm" Test also checks for three tick diseases as well.  Lyme, Ehrlichiosis and Anaplasmosis.   A positive Lyme Test (C6) indicates that a dog has been infected.  A follow-up test, called a Quantitative C6 tells us how severely and when we retest 6 months after treatment, it can let us know how successful we were in our treatment.  Wonder why we ask you to make a fool of yourself trying to get a urine sample to bring in for your pet's Wellness Exam?  One of the first things to happen when an animal is infected with Lyme Disease is that there can be an elevation of the protein level in the urine.  Catching Lyme early is essential.  Let me explain.

 

Remember in health class in high school, I know that was a long time ago, when we learned about spirochetes..ala Syphilis.  The "sore" that goes away but really doesn't!  Borrelia organisms that cause Lyme are spirochetes.  They can cause a range of initial symptoms in our pets.  Fever, lameness, swollen lymph nodes, lethargy but there is no "bulls-eye" rash like in people.  These symptoms typically are short lived…you know, about the time you are going to call the vet because "Jack Pot" isn't quite right, he starts to feel better!   Well gang, the first stage is over and the bacteria go into a sub-clinical phase.  That means no symptoms are shown but he still has Lyme Disease.  When our friend pops up again, (secondary stage)the joint disease is a little worse,  there are abnormalities in the urine, we may have some heart or neurological issues and I have even seen a number of cases of chronic, recurrent eye problems called uveitis (inflammation of the inside of the eye).   Things seem to resolve for the most part and then third and final stage … and I mean final, as in "The End," appears.  We see renal (kidney) failure as the most common "end stage"  symptom.   But heart failure and severe degenerative arthritis are also common.   We don't want it to get to this point and thankfully when caught early, it is usually successfully treated.

 

There are two antibiotics that tend to be used most frequently.  Doxycycline and Amoxicillin.  I personally favor "Doxy" but both are very effective.   What does "effective" mean?  Is our pet cured?  That's a good question that we really don't know.  We know that after 28-30 days of antibiotics the degree of measurable infection decreases dramatically.  We measure this value six months after finishing treatment.  The dog is better, symptoms (if they were present) improve, however if a piece of tissue is examined under an electron microscope, there are often still bacteria encysted in the muscle!  So, let's try to prevent it so we don't have to get into all this scientific stuff.

“My dog never has had…” is a statement veterinarians hear at least 3-4 times a day when discussing fleas and ticks.  Two important points to remember.  First, that is why we treat our pets…to prevent NOT to treat the problem of ticks and fleas. And secondly, and let me break it to you gently,  I know that “Miss Snuggles” is the sweetest thing around but she tastes just as good (or better) to that felonious flea as that unkept mongrel next door.  SO, if she has gone outside, yes, at some point she has been bitten by a flea.  And deer ticks, don’t just feed on deer….hence is the reason dogs AND people contract Lyme Disease.  The deer tick is endemic (meaning “everywhere”) in our area.  Mice, chipmunks, deer and turkey are the major carriers.  Yes, I know you have a fence in your back yard and your dogs never go outside of it.  I know that you have never seen a deer inside your fence.  Yes, invisible fence does keep your dogs from running around into the fields where the deer are. Of course it does nothing to prevent the deer, turkey and other varmints from entering your yard, at night, when you are asleep.  Dogs that are fenced in certainly have a decreased risk, but remember, mice and chipmunks love the mulch around the bushes!   Deer do not have to knock on our door to have a special delivery of ticks to your house.   Mice and small rodents do it for them. 

Let’s do our pets and ourselves a favor.  Use a flea and tick preventative.  If you camp, hunt, hike or live in the country I would strongly consider using the Preventic Collar along with your spot-on product. Keep your pet’s Lyme vaccination current. Comb your dog out if possible when you get home (outside) or better yet, before you  leave the area you have visited.  Have your veterinarian test your pet on a regular basis and follow their recommendations if your pet becomes infected.  Your pet is very special and that infected tick thinks so as well.  And remember to protect yourself because like the other spirochete organism I mentioned…Lyme Disease, it’s for everyone! 
