Ask A Vet: Bad Breath in Dogs Can Mean Dental Disease
Sunday, January 6, 2012
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  

I have noticed that lately my dog’s breath smells pretty bad.  What causes this?  What can I do to stop the smell?
-Concerned Owner


Dear Reader,

     Bad breath, known as halitosis, is common in dogs and cats as they age.  It is caused by accumulation of plaque and bacteria that lead to tartar and calculus on the teeth of our pets.  If you can imagine what our mouth would look like after 5 years without brushing our teeth, then it is not difficult to imagine why your pet suffers from halitosis.
     A quick exam at home will help you recognize dental disease in your pets.  Lift up the top lip on the side of your dog’s face.  Examine the teeth, especially where the tooth meets the gum line.  If you notice any brown discoloration, gingivitis (red inflammation of the gum line), halitosis, or loose teeth….your pet has dental disease.
     Annual or bi-annual check-ups by your veterinarian will help monitor your pet’s dental health.  Your veterinarian will discuss the need for a dental cleaning under anesthesia if it is needed.  This begins with a thorough exam, pre-anesthetic bloodwork, anesthesia and sometimes dental x-rays.  
     The dental cleaning consists of many of the same procedures as you or I would find in a human dentist’s office.  With the pet anesthetized, the teeth are examined, scaled, polished and rinsed.  If teeth are damaged or decayed, often they are extracted from the mouth.  This prevents pain for the animal as well as infection spreading to the body through a decaying tooth.  Frequently pets are sent home on antibiotics and pain medications after a dental if your veterinarian sees fit.  
     Once a dental cleaning has been performed at your veterinary clinic, your job has just begun!  Now is the time to clean your dog’s teeth by daily brushing.  You can use specially made pet tooth brushes, or even a child sized tooth brush if needed.  There are a variety of pet toothpastes to choose from, or some may even try watered-down baking soda (although pets usually dislike the taste).
     Daily brushing will help prevent the speed at which plaque and tartar will build up on the teeth.  It is also good to avoid canned foods and table scraps.  Dry food and certain bones help, along with brushing, to scrape off plaque and tartar.  
For those readers with new puppies and kittens, I also recommend brushing their teeth at a young age.  Even though there are no signs of dental disease at this point, this is a great time to get them used to daily brushing!
     February is Dental Month across the United States, so look for discounts at many participating veterinary clinics.  Be sure to call ahead, as appoints may fill up quickly.  

-Dr. Jolene Birney
