UNDERSTANDING THE HEARTWORM/LYME/EHRLICHIA TEST
What is heartworm disease?
Heartworm disease is caused by worms that can live in the heart and blood vessels of dogs. Heartworm disease can cause severe illness and even death in dogs. It is passed by mosquitoes. Year-round use of a monthly heartworm preventative like Interceptor is very effective in preventing heartworm disease. Caring Hands recommends annual testing of all dogs to ensure the preventative has been effective if used regularly, to check for infection if any doses of preventative have been missed, and because treatment is easier when the disease is detected early. If your pet tests positive, your veterinarian will discuss heartworm disease and its treatment further with you.
What is Lyme disease?
Lyme disease is caused by a bacteria named Borrelia burgdorferi. These bacteria are passed by ticks, usually the very small Deer Tick. Many of us are familiar with Lyme disease in humans, but this disease is very different in dogs. While most humans who are bitten by an infected tick will become ill, the vast majority of dogs who are bitten will never develop any signs of illness.

What are the signs of Lyme disease in dogs?
The most common form of this disease causes fever and lameness in dogs. This form is easily treated with antibiotics. There is another form of the disease that causes serious kidney problems and is more difficult to treat. Signs of this form include loss of appetite, vomiting, or increased drinking and urinating.
What does it mean if my dog tests positive on the Lyme test?
A positive test tells us when a dog has been exposed to Lyme bacteria. It does not, however, mean your pet has an active infection. Only dogs showing signs of the disease along with a positive test are considered to have active Lyme disease.
How to manage dogs that test positive on the test but show no signs of illness is controversial. Some veterinarians recommend treating these dogs, arguing treatment may help decrease the number of bacteria. At Caring Hands, however, we do not recommend treatment of dogs that are not showing signs of disease for the following reasons:

· Treatment of patients without symptoms has not been shown to prevent the appearance of illness in the future.
· The antibiotics used can cause upset stomach in some patients.

· In most cases treatment can not eliminate all the Lyme bacteria.

· Treatment of patient without signs of illness may lead to resistant bacteria in the future.

Because dogs that test positive are at risk for the rare form of the disease that causes kidney problems, Caring Hands does recommend a simple blood panel and urine test every 6 months to screen for signs of kidney disease.

Can Lyme disease be prevented?
The best way to prevent Lyme disease is regular use of an effective tick preventative, like Frontline.
Vaccines for Lyme disease are available, but their use is also controversial. The Lyme vaccine is not part of our routine vaccinations at Caring Hands because some studies have shown it provides only limited protection, and may potentially cause Lyme disease to be more severe if it does occur in a vaccinated dog. Nevertheless, this vaccine may be considered for patients at high risk for tick exposure (e.g. hunting dogs, dogs that sleep outside). This vaccine is not recommended for patients that test positive on the screening test.

What is ehrlichiosis?
Ehrlichiosis is caused by the bacteria Ehrlichia or Anaplasma. It is passed by ticks and can cause fever, lameness, loss of appetite, and bleeding disorders. It is relatively rare in our area and is best prevented by regular use of an effective tick preventative, like Frontline. If your pet tests positive, your veterinarian will discuss this condition and its treatment further with you.
