[image: image1.emf]Heartworm prevention should be a top priority for any dog owner, especially in this area of the country. Heartworm disease is caused by the parasite Dirofilaria immitis, a worm that lives in the vessels  of the lungs and heart of infected animals. Heartworm disease is spread by mosquitoes and is most prevalent in areas near large bodies of water such as rivers, creeks, and oceans. We see several heartworm positive dogs each year in the Shoals area, and the number of heartworm positive dogs seems higher this year compared to previous years. 
The heartworms typically live in the arteries of the lung lobes and the right side of the heart. These worms can obstruct blood flow through the arteries and heart, but the most common signs seen with heartworms are due to the inflammation they cause. The clinical signs seen with heartworms can vary greatly. Some dogs are completely asymptomatic, especially early in the disease, while other dogs can be so severely affected that they suddenly collapse and die. The more common signs seen with heartworm disease are exercise intolerance and cough, but these signs can progress to signs associated with congestive heart failure. 

Heartworm disease can successfully be treated in most cases. However, the treatment is very expensive and can be fairly dangerous. The treatment for heartworms is aimed at killing the adult worms involved in the infection. When the

adult worms die, they cause more inflammation, and can even cause physical obstruction of the arteries they live in. These obstructions can cause more inflammation and damage, especially to the lungs. For this reason, dogs typically need to be hospitalized during their treatment and 
must be restricted from exercise for up to 6-8 weeks following treatment to help reduce the chance of severe complications such as pulmonary thromboembolisms. It is often recommended that radiographs (x-rays), bloodwork, urinalysis, and thorough physical exam be completed prior to treatment to stage the disease and ensure the animal is healthy enough to withstand the treatment.
Heartworm disease is very easy and fairly inexpensive to prevent, especially compared to the cost of treatment. There are several different 
prescription products available to prevent heartworms. Heartworm prevention is aimed at killing the larva (immature worms), in turn preventing them from maturing into adult worms. The vast majority of products available for prevention require a once a month treatment that can be given easily at home. One product that we sell is Heartgard tablets and chewable treats. Heartgard works well at preventing heartworm disease as well as most of the more common intestinal parasites that dogs get. At Smith Animal Hospital we recommend testing your animal for heartworms at least every 1-2 years, and keeping your dog on prevention each month year round.
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