Protecting Your Pets from Cold Weather Toxins

It is soon to be winter once again, and with the winter months, comes winter weather. As we prepare our homes and cars for the winter freeze, we have to be careful about what we expose our pets and our environment too. 

Antifreeze is frequently fatal if ingested by pets or children. The active ingredient in antifreeze, ethlyene glycol, has a very sweet taste, encouraging pets to continue drinking once they have found a spill. Ingestion of as little as a few tablespoons for a dog, or a few teaspoons for a cat, cat be fatal.  Pets can start showing signs of kidney failure in as few as 6 hours. This type of kidney failure is irreversible and usually fatal so avoidance is key!  Some antifreeze products contain propylene glycol instead of ethylene glycol.  These products are not as toxic or as sweet, making them safer if you are changing the antifreeze or storing extra at home. 

When changing fluids be sure to catch the used product in an appropriate container, and dispose of it properly at a garage or auto parts store.  Expect a disposal fee, but it is worth it to protect our pets and environment.  Fluids that have leaked out of storage containers or that are dumped can contaminate fur and paws.  Pets will ingest these products when they groom, and some vehicle fluids can cause burns to the skin and digestive tract.

If there is a spill, soak it up with a towel immediately, then dilute the area with water and dry it again. If you think your pet has ingested antifreeze, call your veterinarian immediately!!! If you are more than an hour away ask how to induce vomiting before making the trip.  Do not wait for your pet to act ill. Once they start to develop signs, it is most likely to late to prevent kidney failure. Keep in mind it is illegal to dump antifreeze down a sewer, storm drain or into ground as it can contaminate ground water. 

In addition to our cars, we also have to worry about keeping driveways and walkways safe.  Ice melt products commonly used to treat pavement are irritating to the GI tract, and some are highly toxic if ingested.  Just because a product is labeled all natural, eco-friendly, or pet safe doesn’t necessarily mean it is safe for your pet. Never use a product in the house or yard, if there are no listed active ingredients! With no ingredient list, there is no way of knowing if the product is safe if accidentally ingested or exposed to skin.  Also, look for any warning labels on the product that advise you what to do if ingestion or skin exposure occurs.

Most ice melts are made with sodium, potassium, magnesium, or calcium chloride salts.  Each of these products is ‘all natural’, but if enough is ingested can be toxic. At the concentrations used for ice melts, ingestion of only a few rocks can disrupt water balance enough to cause nausea, muscle tremors, cardiac arrhythmia, and brain swelling.  The safest salts to use contain either magnesium or calcium chloride. Some products contain urea as an ingredient to make ice melt faster, these are considered much safer than the salts. The safest option for your pet is to improve traction with kitty litter instead of trying to melt the ice. Kitty litter is messier but will prevent slipping without causing toxicity.  Because ice melt products are used in high traffic areas they will get on your pet’s feet, and can easily be licked off and ingested.  Regardless of which product you use make sure to clean your pet’s paws before they get the chance.

For more information on Ice Melt and Salt intoxication:

http://www.grist.org/article/De-salt-of-the-Earth

http://des.nh.gov/organization/divisions/water/wmb/was/salt-reduction-initiative/index.htm

http://www.aspca.org/pet-care/pet-care-tips/cold-weather-tips.aspx

For more information on proper disposal of antifreeze, visit:

http://www.ecarcenter.org/ri/ri-antifreeze.htm

http://www.ecarcenter.org/ri/virtualtour.cfm

For more information on appropriate oil disposal:

http://www.dem.ri.gov/programs/bpoladm/stratpp/oilrecy.htm

http://www.ecarcenter.org/ri/ri-usedoil.htm

