Ask A Vet: Thermal Burns can Cause Serious Problems
Sunday, June 16, 2013
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  
My Labrador dog got behind my couch the other day and knocked my candle warmer off the table in which I had put candles that contained hot melted wax.  The wax spilled on to the dog and burned his skin.  He cried out in pain and ran to hide from me. Should I have taken him to the vet.?  

Dear Reader,
     Thermal burns on the skin can lead to a range of very serious illnesses and should be taken in for emergency veterinary care.  Although we are usually knowledgeable about burns from the human side, information gotten from wound care in human patients have greatly influenced what we know we should do for pets.  This scenario you described is a lot more common than you might think.  Other causes for burns are: fire (houses, fireplaces, barns, campfires}, hot metals, heating pads, heat lamps, hair dryers, walking across hot stove tops, scalding water, radiation , hot asphalt in summer in addition to hot liquid/wax.

     The way we classify burns in pets has to do with the depth and extent of the burn to the skin. Similarly to humans they are classified as follows:  a superficial or partial thickness burn causes reddening of skin, pain and swelling is like first degree; deep partial thickness with blisters, redness, pain and swelling is like second degree; and finally full thickness with swelling of skin, loss of skin and an absence of pain is like third degree.  

     Immediate attention should be sought so that the secondary problems like infection, dehydration and shock can be circumvented. Obviously it is not hard to diagnose this especially if you witness the accident like you mentioned.  What sometimes happens is the animal runs away out of fear and then returns later with lesions or is picked up by animal control and brought to the veterinarian for treatment.  This is when one looks for the signs as mentioned above.  
     Personally, my husband and I had a friend’s hunting dog that was in a barn fire at a hunting preserve that my husband is co-owner with and the dog busted through the burning flames  and  ran straight to the fire station about 1 mile  away.   As luck would have it, I came on the scene and one of the firemen responding to the fire told me that this dog had just shown up at the fire station just minutes ago and so I went there and sure enough it was “Remmy”. In this scenario the dog had to be put on IV fluids and antibiotics and morphine for pain.  The dog’s burns were over most of his back and head..  Topical burn creams were applied for healing the wounds.  The dog did beautifully although he now has pink “baby” skin in place of his liver/white ticking. I know with absolute certainty that had “Remmy”  not gotten the emergency attention, he more than likely would have not made it.  By the way, he was 12 years old and hunted last season.

-Dr. Wanda Schmeltz
