Heartworm Disease in Dogs and Cats

Heartworm disease is caused by a parasite that lives in the bloodstream of a dog or cat.  The parasite is transmitted as a microfilaria, or “baby heartworm” by a mosquito.  The microfilaria mature in the dog or cat’s bloodstream to adult worms.  As adults, the heartworms reside in the dog or cat’s heart and lungs.

The signs of a microfilarial infestation in a dog or cat can range from nothing at all to mild lethargy and a cough in dogs or difficulty breathing in cats.  As the disease progresses, however, it is more common to see a severe cough, exercise intolerance, severe lethargy, and a bloated abdomen in dogs and wheezing, respiratory distress and severe lethargy in cats.

Death will most likely occur in both species if left untreated.

The diagnosis and treatment for heartworm disease is very involved and expensive.  It usually includes bloodwork, radiographs (Xrays), and a series of injections in dogs.  In severe cases, dogs may not even survive the treatment. In cats, the disease is difficult to diagnose and there is no current treatment without extremely serious risks.

The prevention for heartworms is much simpler and healthier for dogs and cats.  The prevention involves a yearly blood test for dogs and a once a month chewable prevention pill for both dogs and cats.  Dogs younger than 6 months of age and all cats do not need the blood test and can just be started on the prevention.  There are two options for older dogs: year round prevention with a blood test performed every other year or prevention from March or April through December and a blood test every spring.  Cats at risk should be on prevention year round.

