CANINE HEARTWORM DISEASE

What causes heartworm disease?
Heartworm disease (dirofilariasis) is a serious and potentially fatal disease in dogs. It is caused by a blood-borne parasite called Dirofilaria immitis.

Heartworms are found in the heart and adjacent large blood vessels of infected dogs. The female worm is 6 to 14 inches long (15 to 36 cm) and 1/8 inch wide (5 mm). The male is about half the size of the female. One dog may have as many as 300 worms. 

How do heartworms get into the heart?
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Adult heartworms live in the heart and pulmonary arteries of infected dogs. They live up to five years and, during this time; the female produces millions of offspring (microfilaria). These microfilariae live mainly in the small vessels of the bloodstream. The microfilaria cannot become adults without going through a mosquito.  

The female mosquito bites an infected dog and ingests the microfilariae during a blood meal. The microfilariae develop further for 10 to 30 days in the mosquito and then enter the mouthparts of the mosquito.  When this mosquito bites another dog, it transmits the microfilriae to the new dog.  These larvae then develop into adult worms living in the dog’s heart, over the next 6 – 8 months.

How do dogs get infected with them?
The disease is not spread directly from dog to dog. An intermediate host, the mosquito, is required for transmission. All it takes is a few mosquito bites for a dog to become infected with heartworms. 

It takes a number of years before dogs show outward signs of infection. Consequently, the disease is diagnosed mostly in four to eight year old dogs. The disease is seldom diagnosed in a dog less than one year of age because the young worms (larvae) take up five to seven months to mature after infection.

What do heartworms do to the dog?

Adult heartworms cause disease by clogging the heart and major blood vessels leading from the heart. They interfere with the valve action in the heart. By clogging the main blood vessels, the blood supply to other organs of the body is reduced, particularly the lungs, liver and kidneys, leading to malfunction of these organs.
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Most dogs infected with heartworms do not show any signs of disease for as long as two years. Unfortunately, by the time clinical signs are seen, the disease is well advanced. The signs of heartworm disease depend on the number of adult worms present, the location of the worms, the length of time the worms have been present, and the degree of damage to the heart, lungs, liver, and kidneys. 

The most obvious signs are a soft, dry cough, shortness of breath, weakness, nervousness, listlessness, and loss of stamina. All of these signs are most noticeable following exercise, when some dogs may even faint.

Microfilaria do not cause disease themselves but a dog with a lot of microfilaria can have severe reactions if given heartworm preventative, so a dog should NEVER be started on prevention without doing a blood test to make sure they do not already have heartworm disease.

How do I prevent my dog from getting Heartworms?

Prevention is essential in keeping your dog healthy.   Monthly heartworm preventatives are available in a variety of forms.  These medications are safe, effective and affordable, and should be given to every dog, every month, for every year of their life.  Initially your veterinarian will need to do a simple blood test to ensure your dog does not already have heartworm, before starting the medication.  Once your dog is on heartworm preventative year round, this test will be done every other year to make sure the medication is working. 

Why should I get heartworm preventative from my veterinarian?

Heartworm preventative is a prescription medication that requires a consultation and examination by your doctor.  Given improperly it can cause serious side effects.  Many pet stores and Internet sites will offer these medications, but the manufacture only guarantees the product if purchased from a veterinarian.  This is because some pet stores or internet sites may sell out-dated medications that are no longer effective, or medications from overseas that use different measurement systems, causing your pet to be either over- or under-dosed.  If you have questions about your medication, or where you can obtain it, please ask your veterinarian
