HEARTWORM DISEASE:

What is Heartworm Disease?  Heartworm disease is caused by a parasite (Dirofilaria immitis).

Who can contract Heartworm Disease?  BOTH DOGS AND CATS!!

· While dogs are considered the definitive host for heartworms, they can infect more that 30 species of animals including cats and people.

Is Heartworm Disease common?  YES!!

· Heartworm Disease is widely distributed throughout the United States and has been found in all 50 states.  All dogs and cats regardless of breed, sex, age or habitat are susceptible to heartworm infection.  
· The Connecticut shoreline region has a particularly high incidence of heartworm infection due to the temperate weather and abundance of mosquitoes.
How is Heartworm transmitted?  MOSQUITOES!!  
· PART 1 (The mosquito gets infected):  Heartworms can only be transmitted from one animal to the other by mosquitoes.  Adult worms in an infected animal will produce offspring called microfilaria which circulate in the blood stream.  A mosquito will feed on the infected animal and ingest blood containing the microfilaria.  The microfilaria develop in the mosquito to an “infective larval stage”.  
· PART 2 (The animal gets infected):  A mosquito carrying infective heartworm larvae will bite a dog or cat and transmit the larvae.  The larvae then grow, develop and migrate in the body over a period of several months and then mature into adult worms.  Those adult worms live in the heart, lungs and associated blood vessels.


Are indoor-only cats safe from Heartworm Disease?  NO!!

· Indoor cats are not totally safe.  Any mosquito that enters the house may bite the cat transmitting Heartworm Disease to them.
Where are adult Heartworms located in the body?

· Adult heartworms ranging from 4 to 12 inches in length reside in the heart, lungs and associated blood vessels.  Their life span in dogs appears to be at least 5 to 7 years.

· The number of worms infecting a dog is usually high and can range from 1 to approximately 250
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DOGS: What are the symptoms of Heartworm infection?
· Symptoms can range from none (early in course of infection or low worm burden) to very severe symptoms including coughing, exercise intolerance, collapsing, trouble breathing and even death.
· Heartworm Disease can cause heart failure, liver failure and severe lung disease.

· Symptoms seem to be worse in dogs that have a high number of worms and dogs that have a high activity level.

	Clinical Signs Associated with Canine Heartworm Disease

	Early Infection
	No abnormal clinical signs observed

	Mild Disease
	Cough

	Moderate Disease
	Cough, exercise intolerance, abnormal lung sounds

	Severe Disease
	Cough, exercise intolerance, dyspnea (difficulty breathing), abnormal lung sounds, hepatomegaly (enlargement of the liver), syncope (temporary loss of consciousness due to poor blood flow to the brain), ascites (fluid accumulation in the abdominal cavity), abnormal heart sounds, death


CATS: What are the symptoms of Heartworm infection?

· Symptoms in cats are highly variable and tend to occur late in the course of the disease.  Whereas dogs can live with quite a few heartworms in the heart, even 1 heartworm can be fatal to the cat.

· Coughing, difficulty breathing, vomiting and weight loss may be observed.  However, in most cats SUDDEN DEATH is the only “symptom”.  

How is Heartworm Disease Diagnosed?
· DOGS:  Heartworm is relatively easy to diagnose with a blood antigen test.  A blood test can be performed at our hospital in less than 10 minutes.
· CATS:  Heartworm is rather difficult to diagnose in cats.  A combination of radiographs, ultrasound and multiple blood tests is usually needed.
***Shoreline Animal Hospital STRONGLY recommends that ALL dogs be tested at least once a year for Heartworm Disease***

How is Heartworm Disease Treated?

· DOGS:  Treatment can be VERY SUCCESSFUL especially when the disease is detected early.  The adult worms are killed with a medication called Immiticide (Melarsomine dihydrochloride) which is given as 2 injections 24 hours apart while your dog is hospitalized.  At a later date medication is given to kill the microfilaria (“baby heartworms”). 

· CATS:  There is NO GOOD TREATMENT available for cats with heartworm disease.  Immiticide has a very high chance of serious complications in cats, including death!  If even one worm is killed in the heart, it is likely to cause an arterial blockage (it becomes lodged in the cat’s blood vessel) causing sudden death.
DOGS: Can Heartworm Disease be Prevented?  YES!!
· Prevention of heartworm disease is much SAFER and more ECONOMICAL than treating an infection once it occurs.  
· There are a variety of options for preventing heartworm infection including monthly chewable tablets (Heartgard Plus, Interceptor, Sentinel) and monthly topicals (Revolution).  Heartworm prevention medications are extremely effective and safe.
CATS: Can Heartworm Disease be Prevented?  YES!!

· Prevention of heartworm disease is especially important for cats as there is currently no effective treatment once infection occurs.

· There are several options for preventing heartworm infection including monthly chewable tablets (Heartgard, Interceptor) and monthly topicals (Revolution).  Heartworm prevention medications are extremely effective and safe.
***Shoreline Animal Hospital STRONGLY RECOMMENDS that Heartworm preventive be given to your dog and cat all year long***
What are the benefits of Year-Round Prevention?

· Mosquitoes can survive the winter inside your home and thus be a threat to your pet even in the “off season”.

· It provides protection in case you travel with your pet to warmer climates during the winter.

· It only takes ONE mosquito bite to transmit heartworm disease.

· Convenience – It is more convenient to stay on a once a month schedule all year round.  Some people may forget to start the medication on time if the schedule has been interrupted.

· The Connecticut shoreline tends to have warm-up periods during the winter which allows for better survival of mosquitoes and a greater chance of disease spread.

· The heartworm prevention medications provide protection against many diseases in addition to heartworm.  Examples include intestinal parasites (roundworms, hookworms, whipworms), fleas, ear mites and sarcoptic mange.  These diseases can be found year round as well.
Does my dog still need a yearly heartworm test if he/she has been on year-round heartworm prevention?  YES!!  Reasons for this include:

· The heartworm prevention medication may be vomited or spit out by your dog without your knowledge, thereby, exposing your dog to heartworm disease.

· Either by accident or oversight, you may forget to give the monthly prevention (or may give it late).

· None of the routine heartworm tests are able to detect immature or early heartworm infestation.  Your dog may have had an undetectable infection at the time of his/her last heartworm test, and therefore, could have a dangerous infection.

· Treatment of heartworm disease in dogs is much safer and more effective if the disease is caught early in its course.

· Dogs may show no outward symptoms.  Thus, it can be next to impossible to know if a dog is infected without doing the blood test.
Dogs vs. Cats
	 
	Dogs
	Cats

	Parasite
	Dirofilaria immitis
	Dirofilaria immitis

	Transmission
	Mosquito
	Mosquito

	Susceptibility to infection
	Very high - virtually 100% of dogs exposed to infective larvae become infected
	Lower than dogs - 61% to 90% of cats exposed to infective larvae become infected

	Longevity of worms
	5-7 years
	2-3 years

	Ectopic infections (other than typical locations)
	Occasionally
	Not uncommon

	Number of worms
	Not uncommon to find more than 30
	Usually less than 6, 1-2 worms most common

	Single-sex infections in moderate - to high areas 
	Unusual
	Common

	Microfilaremia
	• Persistent 

• Very common (80%-90%) 

• Can last years, even after death of adult worms
	• Transient 

• Seen in only 20% of cats 

• Lasts about 1 month

	Organ with greatest pathology
	Heart and lungs
	Lungs

	Clinical importance of small worm burdens
	Little clinical importance, depending upon size of dog and exercise level
	Potentially fatal

	Diagnosis
	Relatively simple
	Complex

	Treatment
	• 1 compound approved 

• Complications manageable 
	• None approved 

• High risk of complications 

	Compounds for prevention
	Several approved in US
	3 approved in US


source:  http://www.heartwormsociety.org 
