Heartworm Disease and Treatment
What is heartworm Disease?  And how does my pet get it?

Heartworm disease is a parasitic worm that is transmitted to dogs and cats by mosquitoes.  When the mosquito bites the pet they inject a “baby worm” or microfilaria into the bloodstream of that animal.  The microfilaria then grows up to adult worms within the animal’s heart and lungs.  Once adult heartworms are established in the animal’s vasculature, heart, and lungs they begin to breed and multiply leading to heart failure and pulmonary disease.

Are dogs the only animal affected?

No, cats can get heartworm disease as well.  Because a cat’s heart and lung space is smaller than most dogs the disease can be much worse for them.  Also there is no known treatment for Heartworm Disease in cats so prevention is the only option.  Prevention is either Heartguard for cats, Interceptor, or Revolution.
How do I prevent my pet from getting Heartworm Disease?

Simple!   Give your pet their monthly preventative either in the form of a flavored tablet (Interceptor, Tri-Heart) or administration of a liquid topical (Revolution).  This needs to be given every month, all year long for the lifetime of your pet.
What are the symptoms of Heartworm Disease?

Most of the time none!  However if the disease goes untreated for an extended period of time your pet may develop a cough, breathing problems, exercise weakness, and eventually death.

Why do I have to test my pet every year if they are current on heartworm prevention?

The quick answer to this is nothing is 100% effective at preventing anything!  There are many ways things can go wrong…you forget to give a pill one month, your dog vomits up part of a pill one month, your dog gained weight and now needs a larger dose of heartworm preventative, or you stored the product incorrectly and it was degraded.
Secondly, the product we most commonly use in our hospital doesn’t just test for heartworm disease, but also Lyme’s Disease and Ehrlichiosis…two very common tick borne diseases in North Carolina.

What if my dog gets Heartworm Disease?

There is only one approved medication to treat heartworm disease.  It is a very powerful drug that is administered usually in two doses by intramuscular injection.  It requires close hospital observation at the time of the injections.
Other treatments that are not FDA approved can be started of Immiticide injections are not feasible.  These treatments have some inherent risks associated with them, but it may be better than no treatment at all.
Below is an outline and cost ratio of two Heartworm Treatment Options, as well as the pros and cons of each.  Regardless of the treatment option chosen your dog will need two weeks of Doxycycline medication prior to starting therapy.
	Treatment Type
	Benefits
	Negatives
	Cost

	Immiticide Injections
	(ONLY FDA approved treatment for HWD

(Highly effective, will cure most cases of HWD

(Can be tailored depending on the severity of HWD

(Fairly well tolerated

(Shortest time frame to resolution of the disease
	(Expensive

(Needs close veterinary monitoring at time of injections

(Can cause adverse reactions including pain, swelling, lethargy
	(Expensive

	Heartworm Prevention Administration
	(Varible effectiveness, best  for mild cases of HWD

(Affordable treatment option
	(NOT an FDA approved treatment

(Can take up to 2 years to resolve the disease
(Due to time to cure can have long term side effects from HWD

(Can cause serious allergic reaction
	(Inexpensive


What if I don’t treat the Heartworm Disease?

There is a good possibility that your dog will eventually suffer from heart and lung disease caused by the worms.  It can be very uncomfortable disease process and eventual death for your pet.  Therefore, the most humane thing is to treat!

