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A diagnosis of cancer in your dog is a frightening thing.   A recent poll of parent clubs determined that 

cancer in general is the greatest health concern for owners and breeders.  That same poll listed 

Hemangiosarcoma as the second greatest health concern.  Hemangiosarcoma can occur in any dog 

regardless of breed, age, or sex.  There are several breeds that seem to be at greater risk and they 

include German Shepherds, Golden Retrievers, Boxers, and English Setters.  The Leonburger Club is 

currently participating in a Hemangiosarcoma study due to increased occurrence rates in their breed. 

 

We do not currently understand why dogs develop this type of cancer.  Because of the increased 

incidence in several breeds, a genetic link appears to be one of several likely causes.  Hemangisarcoma 

is rarely found in humans, so this particular form of cancer has not had the extensive research other 

forms have had.  

 

                                                                OVERVIEW 

 

Hemangiosarcoma is a type of cancer that begins in the cells that line blood vessels, Tumors usually 

develop in the spleen, heart, or liver, although they can also be found in the skin, bone, kidney, brain, 

and other locations.  Hemangiosarcoma is almost always malignant, and tend to develop slowly, but 

spread rapidly, so that clinical signs are often not noticeable until the tumors have metastasized and /or 

ruptured, causing acute shock and collapse.  Early and aggressive treatment can lengthen the dog’s life, 

but this type of cancer is often metastatic and complete remission is rare. 

 

                                                            SYMPTOMS 

 

Hemangiosarcomas can occur anywhere on or in the body, but primarily are present in the spleen, liver 

heart, and skin.    The internal form is usually diagnosed by the palpation of a large mass in the 

abdomen or with symptoms of sudden blood loss.   

 

Clinical signs of Hemangiosarcoma include loss of appetite, arrhythmias, weight loss, weakness, 

lethargy, collapse, pale mucous membranes, and /or sudden death.  The most severe signs are caused 

from acute blood loss.  These can vary from an enlarged abdomen due to hemorrhage to bleeding into 

the lungs or pleural space (outside the lungs) that compromise breathing, to bleeding into the heart sac 

that prevents the heart from beating normally.  Metastasis is most commonly to the liver, stomach 

lining, or brain. 
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                                                 DIAGOSIS & TREATMENT  

 

Once a tumor is suspected, abdominal and chest x-rays are often performed to determine the extent of 

organ involvement and whether or not metastasis is present.  Hemangiosarcoma is an aggressive tumor 

and metastasis is often present at the time of initial diagnosis.  A biopsy or positive identification of a 

removed tumor by a veterinary pathologist is usually recommended. 

 

Hemangiosarcoma is primarily treated with a combination of surgery and chemotherapy.  Surgical 

removal alone is often not very effective.  Because of the high risk of  metastasis, the average survival 

time without chemotherapy is one to two months with less than 10% of the dogs living a year.  With 

surgical removal and accompanying chemotherapy, the average survival time increases to five to seven 

months.  However, 90% of these dogs still do not survive more than a year after initial treatment.  

Success rates can improve depending upon tumor location and early intervention.  Because of the 

aggressive nature of hemangiosarcomas and the rapidly changing chemotherapy drugs, it is 

recommended that all owners of dogs with hemangiosarcomas seek out treatment or advice from a 

veterinary oncologist.  

 

                                                          STUDIES & GRANTS 

 

The Canine Health Foundation is funding the following Grants targeting Canine Hemangiosarcoma.  

These grants are supported but not funded at this time by the GPCA Health Committee. 

# 1139: Immune Targeting of Canine Hemangiosarcoma Using a Canine Derived Single Chain 

Antibody Approach; Nicola Mason, PhD, University of Pennsylvania –School of Veterinary Medicine 

# 1147: Identifying Mutations in Genes Associated with Canine hemangiosarcoma; Chieko Azuma, 

DVM, PhD, Tufts University. 

 

For more information and the abstract for these grants go to: www.akcchf.org and click on “Research” 
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Cancer remains the number one disease in the Great Pyrenees.  Osteosarcoma is the number one form 

of cancer reported followed by Hemangiosarcoma.   From 1999 through 2008, nine Great Pyrenees 

have been reported via health survey with a diagnosis of hemangiosarcoma.  After the sudden loss of a 

pet, many grieving owners do not think to request a necropsy.   This disease can be difficult to 

definitively diagnose without a biopsy.   We do suspect the numbers reported are not an accurate 

reflection of the occurrence rate in our breed. 

 

  If you or a friend have lost a dog to this type of cancer , it would be most helpful to have that 

information entered into  our database to justify the funding of Grants/ Research targeting this 

particular Cancer.  Please go to our website at: www.gpcahealth.org and download a copy of our health 

survey and return to the Independent Tabulator listed on the survey. 
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