Ask A Vet: Itchy Dog, Sleepless Night
Sunday, July 24, 2011
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,
The family dog has been itching at her sides for the last few weeks. She seems miserable, and she’s keeping us up at night with her discomfort. My neighbor says her dog was diagnosed with allergies. Could this be the cause and what can a do for my dog?

Signed,

Sleepless in Syracuse
Dear Reader,
     In the veterinary world, itchy skin is known as pruritus and it plagues many pets. Like your neighbor suggested, a common cause for pruritus is skin allergies. But before a diagnosis of skin allergies can be made, it is important to rule out infectious causes such as ringworm, mites, or fleas. This can be done by simple testing by your veterinarian. Skin disease can also be caused by underlying metabolic conditions such as hypothyroidism, diabetes or Cushing’s disease. Blood work can be done to rule out these conditions. Once infectious and metabolic causes of skin disease are ruled out, allergies can be considered. 

     Yes, pets can be allergic to things just like humans. But, while humans have watery eyes and sneeze when their allergies flare up, dogs show their allergic response through their skin. They have dry, flaky skin and intense pruritus. There can be redness and inflammation of the skin and dogs can even lose their hair in areas.

Skin allergies are grouped into 3 main categories: environmental (seasonal) allergies, food allergies, and flea allergies. 

     Environmental allergies are towards allergens in the environment such as pollens, molds, dust, grass, and MANY more. This is also known as seasonal allergies because they come and go with the seasons. Diagnosis of what specific allergens your dog reacts to can be done at referral clinics. A treatment of hyper-immunizing the dog toward those certain allergens can then be performed over the course of several months to make the pet immune to the pollens, grass, etc. Testing and hyper-immunization can be expensive, so there are cheaper alternatives.  Discuss with your veterinarian about the use of anti-histamines or small doses of corticosteroids. 

Food allergies can occur anytime throughout the year and are constant. It is often times the proteins in the meat that the animal is allergic to, such as beef and chicken. Treatment includes a diet trial with a new protein source. A specific hypoallergenic diet from your veterinarian can help with this allergy. Or a home cooked diet of kangaroo and rutabagas if you’re feeling adventurous! 

     Lastly, flea allergies are more than just your dog itching because she has fleas. The dog is actually allergic to the flea saliva. It takes just one bite from one flea every 10 days to keep your dog itching and miserable. The best treatment for this is a topical flea preventative from your veterinarian (not the over-the-counter products). It is very important to treat all the pets in the household monthly with a topical flea preventative. And remember to wash the pet’s bedding in hot water and vacuum the carpets and throwing away the vacuum bag! 

As always, a trip to your veterinarian can help you find a diagnosis and treatment plan. Hopefully this will help your pet (and your family) sleep easy at night. 
-Dr. Jolene Birney

