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This will be the final installment of information from the Canine Health Conference which provides 

information on current, accepted and proposed treatments; future research (human & canine) focusing 

upon heart and eye diseases; infectious disease recommendations and re-emerging problems; and the 

use of Probiotics to boost the immune system.  This article is simply an information-extract of 

presentations and therefore, non-thematic.  These were highly technical presentations geared towards 

the researchers in attendance at this conference. We have, to the best of our ability, summarized the 

information into useable format for the reader. 

 

 

Infectious Disease 

 

According to Christine Petersen, DVM, PhD of Iowa State University, the cases of brucellosis, a 

bacterial disease primarily found in the bowel, vaginal secretions, or semen, are on the rise in Iowa and 

Missouri.  With the increased practice of transporting dogs over state lines, it is anticipated this disease 

will re-emerge as a nationwide health problem.  

 

To prevent exposure to animals in a kennel, it is recommended that all dogs introduced into a kennel 

be isolated initially and screened with a rapid slide agglutination test, or tube agglutination test.  Any 

positive results can be confirmed with an agar gel immunodiffusion test or culture.  Re-testing should 

be conducted once a month for three months, and those new dogs are quarantined before breeding.  

Brucellosis can cause disease in humans, so gloves should be worn when handling feces.  Since 

infected males can shed the bacteria in their semen for up to two years, euthanizing culture-positive 

males is recommended.  Treatment with antibiotics is only occasionally successful, takes a long time, 

and does not usually result in a sterile cure.  Though inexpensive screening tests are available, the tests 

have a high false-positive rate.  The polymerase chain reaction (PCR) test, which tests for bacteria 

rather than immune response, allows infected animals to be identified sooner, potentially preventing 

exposure to other dogs.  

 

Tularemia, a tick-borne bacterial disease, is present throughout the United States, but is currently 

centered in Missouri.  Four ticks are known to be carriers.  Symptoms of Tularemia range from benign 

ulcers to lesions and glandular disease in both dogs and humans.  Although gentamycin has been used 

to treat the disease in humans, the efficacy of antimicrobial therapy for dogs has yet to be determined. 
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Leptospirosis is a potentially fatal disease that presents with kidney, liver, and vascular related 

ailments.  Herding dogs, hounds, and working dogs appear to be at greatest risk, although outbreaks 

have been reported after exposure to sources of standing water. A study of veterinary clinics showed 

an incidence range of 4% - 33%.  The newest vaccines should be given twice a year and contain four 

strains.  While antibiotics such as penicillin remains the treatment of choice, doxycycline appears to be 

the best route to eliminate the disease when it presents in the kidneys. 

 

Canine Influenza virus (CIV) is a highly infectious respiratory disease closely related to the virus that 

causes equine influenza.  Clinical signs of the disease include rapid onset fever, cough, increased 

respiratory rate, and bleeding from the nose.  Nearly 100% of dogs exposed to the virus will develop 

the disease although mortality rate is only 5%, and is usually attributed to secondary infections.  The 

treatment for CIV is antibiotics.  Isolation from other dogs for seven days greatly reduces the risk to 

the rest of the kennel population.  As respiratory droplets mainly spread the virus, good hygiene 

practices are critical in preventing an outbreak. 

 

Mosquito-borne West Nile virus (WNV) usually attacks birds, horses, and humans and is relatively rare 

in dogs.  Symptoms include lethargy, poor appetite, frequent drinking, eye discharge, fever, and watery 

diarrhea.  The disease then progresses to the next stage, where neurological symptoms like head tilt are 

more typically associated with classic WNV. 

 

Lieshmaniasis is a parasitic disease transmitted by the sand fly.  It has been reported in the United 

States primarily among Foxhounds.  Dogs typically present with the visceral form of the disease, 

which means the parasite has migrated to the vital organs.  The PCR test is the most accurate means of 

diagnosis.  Allopurinal is currently the main therapy for Leishmaniasis, although there is no cure, 

treated dogs typically live two years after onset of the disease.   

 

The best way to protect against an infectious disease is to understand how it is spread and to take 

appropriate preventative measures, like the proper use of disinfectants. 

 

 

Use of Probiotics 

 

Dr. Gail Czarnecki-Maulden, PhD from the Nestle Purina Research Center states that 90% of all cells 

in the body are bacterial cells with many residing in the intestinal tract.  Beneficial forms of bacteria 

provide nutrients for intestinal cells by producing short-chain fatty acids, which are the main energy 

source for the intestine.  These fatty acids have been linked to increases and improvement in mineral 

absorption and these bacteria also produce a significant amount of vitamins.  For example, dogs get 

almost all of their Vitamin K from their gut flora.  Beneficial bacteria also promote a healthy immune 

system, keep the body primed and ready to fight infections, and block attachment of potential 

pathogens by producing toxins to kill the pathogens.   

 

Stress - whether good or bad - as well as travel, changes in environment, diet, or life style, poor 

nutrition, infection, long-term broad spectrum antibiotic therapy, and aging can all upset the normal 

balance of intestinal microflora. 

 

Probiotics, which are live beneficial bacteria such as lactobacilli, bifidobacteria, and enteroccus, can 

restore a healthy, balanced microflora environment.    Probiotics are highly strain dependent.  Unlike 

antibiotics, probiotics do not produce immediate results but they do alleviate symptoms over the course 

of a few days.  Probiotics can be used to restore microflora balance in dogs with diarrhea, and to 

prevent or treat diarrhea associated with long-term antibiotic use, and stress-induced diarrhea.   
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Sources of probiotics include yogurt and supplements.  A study of 19 commercial pet foods claiming 

to contain probiotics found that 75% had potentially pathogenic organisms and remain on the store 

shelf too long for probiotics to stay alive. 

Product labels should include: 

a) Guaranteed analyses of the number of live probiotic bacteria at the end of the product’s shelf life 

b) A “best if used by” date 

c) A list of ingredients that shows the probiotic strain, confirms that it has FDA approval, and states 

that it has proven efficacy in dogs. 

 

 

Cardiology and Stem Cells 

 

Mark Oyama, DVM, DACVIM of the University of Pennsylvania states Cardiac conditions like mitral 

valve disease, dilated cardiomyopathy (DCM), and congenital heart disease are widely prevalent in 

dogs.  Mitral Valve disease and DCM are particularly frustrating for the breeding community.  MVD 

and DCM appear in the middle to later years of life, after the dogs are past breeding age, and can 

probably be traced back to a genetic cause, although nutritional, toxic, and infectious component 

cannot be ruled out. 

 

The existence of stem cells in heart muscle tissues is now well documented.  This suggests two 

possible avenues for stem cell therapy: harvesting cells from other parts of the body, or augmenting 

native populations in the heart.  Cells from bone and skeletal muscles have very good regenerative 

properties, and bone marrow cells can differentiate into nerve tissue, bone, or heart muscle.  Initial 

human trials have shown improved contractility, although the study groups were far short of the 

necessary numbers before a new drug /treatment can be approved. 

 

Use of autologous (from the patient) stem cells sidesteps issues related to cell supply, transplant 

rejection, and broader ethics, and there is hope that skeletal cells will develop very similarly to heart 

muscle if placed in the right growth environment.  After extracting the cells and labeling them, the next 

step is to return them to the damaged heart in the least invasive manner possible.  This would be a 

catheter from the femoral artery into the left ventricle of the heart.  Between one and five million cells 

per treatment are injected, since a larger volume will block the smaller coronary arteries.  

Beyond cytotherapeutics, gene transfer is identified as an opportunity to correct primary and secondary 

deficiencies, rather than try to cure them.  

 

 

Canine Ophthalmology 

 

Simon Petersen-Jones, DVM, PhD from Michigan State reported on two projects: ocular melanosis & 

progressive retinal atrophy (PRA) and a study of Leber’s congenital amaurosis. 

 

Ocular Melanosis causes a dog with the end stage of the disease to be blind and unable to blink, has 

very large eyes, and suffers from glaucoma brought on by severe proliferation of pigmented cells in the 

front chambers of the eye.  Early stage melanosis show the root of the iris looking like a thickened 

doughnut, this disease is seen most frequently in the Cairn Terrier.  Pedigree research to date has 

shown this to be an autosomal dominant condition, but the relevant gene has not yet been identified.   

 

PRA is an umbrella term for a cluster of hereditary retinal dystrophies.   PRA affects more than 100 

breeds and is caused by a variety of gene mutations.  It is similar to retinitis pigmentosa, a condition 

that affects humans, and may be recessive, dominant, or X-linked.  An eye affected by PRA is much 
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more reflective than normal, and the blood vessels at the back of the eye are more attenuated.  This 

condition begins with the loss of the rod receptors and a dog might react by refusing to go out at night 

or by showing poor night vision.  As the disease progresses, the animal looses its daytime vision as 

well.   

 

Leber’s congenital amaurosis causes early blindness in three out of 100,000 children.  The canine 

version of the condition is caused by the mutation of the RPE65 gene and results in a protein 

deficiency, causing marked loss of day and night vision.  Treatment for retinal degeneration includes 

gene or drug therapy, transplantation using progenitor cells and implantation of a “retinal chip” in an 

attempt to restore vision.  Further research is needed to determine how genes can be injected to restore 

vision and whether injecting the second eye will lead the body to mount an immune response that 

might jeopardize the vision improvements form an initial treatment.  The first dogs to receive gene 

therapy have retained their sight for several years.  Progenitor cells have shown some promise, 

suggesting the possibility of a future treatment for advanced retinal degeneration. 

 

 

Source: 

Canine Health Foundation Seminar - 2007 


