Ask A Vet: Lyme Disease is a Concern for Pets too
Sunday, September 30, 2012
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  

Occasionally I find a tick on my dog despite my efforts to protect him.  Can dogs get lyme disease and if so do they have the same symptoms as people?


Dear Reader,

     That is a great question and one that I commonly get asked in the clinic.  Dogs absolutely can get lyme disease otherwise known as borreliosis.  It is caused by a bacteria called Borrelia burgdorferi which spreads from the bite of certain types of ticks.  Rarely, lyme disease can be seen in cats and horses, but is usually less severe.  It is found throughout the country, but is most common in the eastern coastal states and upper midwest.  Black legged ticks or Deer ticks are the only type of tick found to spread lyme disease.  Luckily, deer ticks are not extremely common in our area, but there are several pockets where they are common just to our west in Northwest Indiana.
     Similar to their human counterparts, dogs can show a wide variety of symptoms when infected by lyme disease.  The most common symptom is swollen or painful joints.  Dogs can also show fever, inactivity, loss of appetite, swollen lymph nodes, or changes in behavior.  If left untreated, the disease can eventually be fatal.  There are readily available screening tests that veterinarians can run in the clinic, but it is often necessary to perform more detailed testing at a laboratory to confirm a diagnosis.  Treatment typically consists of long courses of antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, and other supportive care.  Relapses are always a possibility.
     Like many diseases, the best treatment of lyme disease is prevention.  Our canine friends are fortunate because there is now an approved and effective vaccine for lyme disease.  Like with most vaccines, it is still best to take a risk assessment of each particular animal. Obviously dogs with high tick exposure in known lyme disease areas would likely benefit.  It is also helpful to be able to identify a deer tick vs other species of tick so you can be tuned in to your dog’s risk.  Topical tick repellents and tick collars are also paramount in lyme disease prevention.  Next time you take your dog to the vet, ask about your dog’s risk for developing lyme disease and what needs to be done for prevention.
     Lastly, a word about removing ticks from your dog.  Since ticks usually have to be attached for 48 hours before spreading lyme disease, it is important to check your dog carefully and remove ticks within the first day.  Many people believe they must use a noxious substance to “make ticks back out of the skin” prior to removal.  This is not true and may only make things worse.  Simply grasp the tick with fine toothed tweezers by the mouthparts and pull straight out slowly and steadily.  Place the tick in alcohol to kill it and preserve it for identification.  Clean the bite area with disinfectant.  If you have questions or problems I am sure your veterinarian will be glad to help.          
-Dr. Justin Sellon
