Ask A Vet: Better Be Mindful of What Your Pets Eat
Sunday, November 25, 2012
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  

I own a ten month old Labrador Retriever that loves to chew on everything he can get his paws on.  What are the risks of this naughty behavior, and how can I get him to stop?

-Sock-less in Syracuse


Dear Reader,

     You were right in describing this as a naughty behavior.  Not only is this young dog likely ruining your clothes and furniture, he is putting himself at great risk for a gastrointestinal foreign body.   Gastrointestinal foreign bodies occur when a pet ingests an object that gets stuck in the esophagus, stomach or intestines.  Younger animals are the likely culprits, and dogs are more overrepresented than cats because dogs are less discriminating about what they ingest.
Dogs have been known to swallow bones, toys, sticks, stones, needles, cloth, rubber balls, rawhide, leather, string, corn cobs, and other objects. With string, one end often knots up while the other gets caught in food. Tension on the string then causes it to cut through the wall of the bowel. 
     Signs that your dog may have a GI foreign body depend on where the obstruction has occurred, what type of object they ingested, and how long the process has been going on.  Commonly the pet will vomit, lose their appetite and have some degree of abdominal discomfort.  Eventually, they may show signs of lethargy, dehydration and diarrhea.
If you believe your pet may have a foreign body, contact your veterinarian immediately.  This can be a life threatening emergency in many cases, and diagnosis and treatment should be instituted quickly.
     Diagnosis is based on history, physical exam, radiographs (X-Rays), bloodwork and other tests your veterinary may need.  Once a diagnosis has been made, the most likely treatment will be surgical removal of the foreign body.  This will require anesthesia, intravenous catheter and fluid therapy, incisions made into the stomach and/or intestines, repair or even removal of the affected parts of the gastrointestinal tract, antibiotics, pain medications and likely a stay in the hospital.  
     Because of the severity of the “disease” affecting these patients, veterinary bills can be very expensive.  Not to mention the risks associated to your pet!  Luckily, some pets can pass smaller foreign bodies as long as they are not caught up at some point in the intestines.  But these cases will still warrant a visit to your veterinarian.
     Dogs that have eaten foreign objects are often repeat offenders.  You should take special care to make your home as safe as possible for your indiscriminate pet.  
     Do not leave garbage bags accessible.  Pick up socks, shoes or any articles that you know your dog enjoys chewing.  Check your dog’s toys regularly for loose pieces that could be swallowed.  Make sure pet toys are appropriately sized.  Be sure to provide plenty of walks and enrichment so your pet will be less likely to chew out of boredom.  And always consult your veterinarian with any concerns.
-Dr. Jolene Birney
