Gilmer Animal Clinic

CANINE HEARTWORM DISEASE

Heartworms are spread from dog to dog through a mosquito bite.  Microscopic heartworm larvae travel from the mosquito bite, through the bloodstream, to the heart where they mature into full-sized worms and reproduce.  As the heartworms mature and multiply, they form a blockage in the heart and lung vessels that commonly leads to heart and respiratory failure.  The longer the worms are present, the more damage that occurs to the heart and lungs.

Heartworm treatment consists of a series of injections that slowly break up and dissolve the adult heartworms.  This treatment is not without risk, therefore your dog is hospitalized during this time to watch for reactions.  After the injections, it is imperative that your dog be kept calm and confined to a small area for two weeks; this reduced level of activity is important for the dissolving worms to slowly be absorbed – too much activity can cause a worm section to break off too fast and act as a blood clot, which can cause collapse and possibly death.  After the two-week confinement and restraint, your dog is slowly allowed to resume his/her normal activity. 

Side effects to watch for during the heartworm treatment:

· Coughing – this is the most common side effect of the treatment.  An occasional, soft cough is not unexpected and just needs to be watched closely.  Coughing that is more continuous seems harsh, or producing mucous or blood may require additional medication or possibly hospitalization.  Additionally, if your dog begins breathing hard during times of inactivity, we need to see him/her back to be sure there is not a problem occurring. 

· Lethargy (tiredness, laying down a lot) and loss of appetite – reduced activity is necessary during the heartworm treatment; however, if your dog appears excessively tired and “out of it,” this may be a complication that needs to be checked.  Similarly, a mild reduction in appetite is okay, but if your dog quits eating, we need to see him/her back for evaluation.

· Fever – a mild fever is not uncommon and is a normal reaction to the dying worms.  However, if your dog feels hot and is panting excessively, we need to see him/her back to evaluate the fever.

One month after the injections, your dog will be given a medication by mouth to eliminate any immature heartworms that may be left behind.  Two months after this treatment, your dog will be tested again for heartworms to insure successful clearance of the disease, at which time he/she will be put on a heartworm preventative.  This preventative will need to be continued for the remainder of your dog’s life to prevent heartworm disease from recurring.

Please give us a call at, (903) 797-2744 if you have any questions about your dog’s heartworm disease and treatment, or if you become concerned about his/her health.  

