LEPTOSPIROSIS

As a dog owner, this important disease should be part of your vocabulary.  But what is it? Why is it important for you to know about it? What can you, as a guardian of your dog’s health, do to prevent it?  How do you know if your dog could have it? How is it spread and how is it treated?
Leptospirosis (Lepto) is a bacterial disease that we as veterinarians, have known about for many years.  It has been available as a vaccine, for prevention, for about 40 years. But unlike many other diseases that are contagious to dogs, it is still prevalent, not being well controlled.  Why? For many reasons.  One, the disease is spread easily, not just from one dog to another, but by many other animals, primarily furry woodland animals. Two, there are many strains.  Three, not all dogs are protected by vaccines, either because they have never been vaccinated or because the vaccine is not protective. Lack of protection can result from too long between boosters, using a vaccine that does not protect against the strain the dog was exposed to, poor immune response by that individual dog or using vaccine that was not produced or stored correctly.
Many people believe that their dog is not at risk of being exposed to this disease.  However, we know that by merely going out into the damp grass, your dog can be exposed.  The bacteria are spread through the urine of infected animals.  Many of us have wildlife right in our own backyards, such as raccoons and deer.  If an infected animal urinates in the lawn and your dog contacts the infected urine, your dog can easily contract this disease.  In wet years, such as the summer of 2004, the incidence of disease can increase for up to 18 months. So dogs can become ill just by walking through their own back yards. We have seen multiple dogs living right in the city limits of Fond du Lac become infected.  We no longer believe that dogs need to go into the wilderness to become infected.
There are many strains of Leptospirosis shared by dogs and other animals, wild and domestic such as cattle.  Cats appear to be resistant to this infection. The strains that we can now vaccinate dogs against are: L. canicola, L. icterohemorrhagica, L. grippotyphosa and L. pomona. Many dogs are not vaccinated for all 4 strains and therefore are at risk of developing the disease.   Some dogs have had more than 12 months between doses and need to be boostered.  Many dogs receive their Lepto boosters combined with Distemper/Adenovirus/Parvovirus vaccines.  However, sometimes, this is NOT included in the vaccine. Your veterinarian can tell you if your dog has been vaccinated against all 4 types of Leptospirosis.  

So what are the symptoms of this disease?  The most common signs are increased water consumption, fever, vomiting, increased urination along with high liver enzymes and kidney tests(elevated ALT, SAP, BUN and Creatinine).  The infection can lead to serious liver disease or kidney failure.  Some dogs can die, even with treatment.  Another concern is that people can also get this disease, either from cleaning up after their pet or from the same source as their pet was exposed, such as swimming in contaminated water sources.  

The disease can only be diagnosed by special blood tests 
alled titers.  Treatment consists of a long course of antibiotics and supportive care as needed.  Prevention through vaccination is the best course of action.

Pets are not our whole life, but they make our life whole.  Protect YOUR best friend.

